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Abstract 

Education has always played multiple roles for both individuals and society. In today’s world, 

education is no longer limited to the transmission of knowledge, but has also become a 

fundamental tool for promoting civic participation and engagement, especially in regions marked 

by cultural diversity and shared challenges, such as the Danube Region.  

This paper explores the capacity of educational systems to encourage civic engagement among 

students, highlighting how universities in the Danube Region actively integrate civic engagement 

into their curricula or provide platforms and facilitate student involvement in community-based 

initiatives. The analysis is complemented by a survey conducted among students in the Danube 

region exploring their perceptions and experiences related to education and civic engagement. 

The findings emphasize the potential of civic participation to promote pathways to unity and 

mutual understanding across multicultural communities in the Danube Region, while also offering 

strategic recommendations for improving civic engagement through education. 

The topic is particularly relevant, given the importance of civic participation for sustainable 

development in the region, but also at the EU level, as well as the need to involve citizens as much 

as possible in decision-making processes and to promote intercultural dialogue. 
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This study is limited by the availability and accessibility of data from the various key stakeholders, 

particularly universities within Danube region. 
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1. Introduction 

Throughout history, education has served a variety of functions for both individuals and society. 

In today's world, education is no longer limited to the transmission of knowledge (Niazi, A. 2025), 

but has also become a fundamental tool for promoting civic participation and democratic 

engagement. Civic participation refers to the active involvement of individuals in their 

communities, by contributing to the social, political and civic life of their societies. This 

involvement can also be through activities such as voting, volunteering, participating in public 

debates and engaging in community initiatives (Galston, 2007; Qiao et al., 2017). 

The Danube Region is characterized by a rich diversity of ethnic, linguistic and religious 

communities (Simionescu, 2018; Crețan, 2006). Considered one of the most complex regions in 

Europe (Gál et al., 2013), the Danube Region follows the course of the Danube River (Padło et al., 

2021), often regarded as a symbol of Europe (Koller, 2010), from Germany through ten countries 

to the Black Sea (Sommerwerk et al., 2009). The region encompasses countries with different 

historical legacies, political systems, cultural traditions and educational structures (Schmid et al., 

2023).  

This context represents a unique framework for examining the relationship between education and 

civic participation. In this area with a population of over 80 million inhabitants (Miklós, 2010), 

promoting active citizenship is particularly relevant due to shared historical experiences, economic 

disparities and varying levels of democratic development (Ribeiro et al., 2016). 

This paper explores how education can function as a tool for increasing civic participation in the 

Danube Region, focusing on students’ perceptions, educational experiences and institutional 
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practices. The research combines a student survey with an exploratory institutional mapping 

analysis of universities affiliated with the Danube Rectors’ Conference network1. 

The study addresses the following research questions: 

● How does education influence civic participation among young people in the Danube 

Region?  
● To what extent do universities integrate civic participation within educational and 

institutional practices?  
● What are students’ perceptions regarding active citizenship and regional participation? 

 

2. Literature Review 

The literature review for this article was structured around four distinct but interconnected parts. 

The first part focuses on the concept of civic participation and its role in democratic and 

community life. The second examines the Danube Region from both geographical and political 

perspectives. The third direction addresses civic participation within the Danube Region at a scalar 

level. Finally, the fourth focuses on education and civic participation among young people and 

students. 

The literature review was based on key theoretical approaches related to civic participation, 

community development and cultural integration, particularly Putnam’s theory of social capital 

(2000) and the civic voluntarism model proposed by Brady et al. (1995). 

Civic participation is generally recognized as a central component of democratic governance and 

community development (Cnaan & Park, 2016; King & Hustedde, 2001). It may involve both 

formal and informal actions and activities of engagement, including volunteering, activism, 

political participation and community involvement. 

In the Danube Region, level of engagement reflects the complex socio-political climate and 

cultural dynamics. At scalar level, Bitusikova (2018) examines civic activism in Slovakia, while 

Lütgenau (2010) highlights the role of civil society in the European Danube Strategy framework.  

                                                
1https://www.drc-danube.org/ 

https://www.drc-danube.org/
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Regional and territorial trends in the Danube Region regarding collective involvement and regional 

identity were also taken into account, as reflected in the study conducted by Mayer and Langer 

(2015) and in the studies by Römisch et al. (2024). 

The literature highlights that bridging the information gap between citizens and authorities is 

essential for effective participation, as evidenced by civic programs that enhance transparency and 

communication (Protik et al., 2018). In the context of community planning, participatory 

approaches add value in terms of legitimacy, local ownership and sustainability (Langton, 1987; 

Simmons, 1994; Tosun, 1999). 

Overall, the literature emphasizes that inclusive, transparent, and collaborative mechanisms are 

critical for building resilient and empowered communities in the Danube region.  

Also, this study integrates official documents that support civic participation and governance. It is 

normal for the presence of public authorities to play a significant role in participatory governance 

(Bonini et al., 2015), thus creating the necessary circumstances to represent a state of support or 

favorability (Foster, 2011). 

Previous studies (Bomberg, 2001; Grote & Gbikpi, 2002) emphasize that a democratic institutional 

framework is needed to develop participatory governance. In this sense, the support given by the 

European Union, through Decision No. 445/2014/EU of the European Parliament and of the 

Council, to cultural governance and the European Capitals of Culture programme (Council 

conclusions on the participatory governance of cultural heritage) is evident. Within this 

framework, the official recognition of European cultural heritage was integrated through the 

European Parliament resolution: “Towards an integrated approach to European cultural heritage”. 

This element of policies, which considers cultural heritage as a common good, reflects the 

principles of polycentric governance as stated in the study by Stephan et al. (2019). Compared to 

traditional top-down models, this approach is considered more flexible, resilient and capable of 

providing more practical solutions. 

The literature clearly shows that education is closely linked to higher levels of civic engagement. 

Dee (2020) explains that education increases individuals’ understanding of society and strengthens 

their capacity to engage in the community. 

Similarly, Manning & Edwards (2014) explain that civic education, when interactive and 

encouraging critical thinking, can increase political participation among young people. The 
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education system also plays a key role in shaping civic behaviour. Reichert and Print (2018) show 

that students who have participated in civic learning activities at school over time are more likely 

to become active citizens later in life. At the university level, Medne et al. (2024) emphasize that 

higher education helps the individual develop civic competences and ultimately supports the 

creation of a more sustainable and responsible society. 

Furthermore, in many countries, civic education is considered essential for building inclusive and 

democratic societies. Borhan (2025) argues that education, and especially civic education, 

encourages young people to actively participate in social and political life, while Golubeva (2018) 

emphasizes that education is closely linked to active citizenship and community involvement. 

However, social and regional factors are important in the development of civic participation, as 

noted by Jeleva (2021), who shows that young people are more easily involved in civic life if the 

opportunities and environment in which they live are favourable. 

Recent literature highlights three major trends that are particularly relevant for this study: 

First, digital citizenship has become an increasingly important dimension of civic participation, 

highlighting the role of online platforms and social media in shaping political awareness, civic 

engagement, and mobilization among young people (Loader et al., 2014). 

Second, service-learning and experiential education are widely recognized as effective 

pedagogical approaches that connect academic learning with community engagement and practical 

civic experience (Biesta, 2011; Schulz et al., 2018). 

Third, the internationalization of higher education is expanding opportunities for cross-border 

civic learning, particularly within European macro-regions, where universities function as hubs 

for transnational collaboration, intercultural exchange, and identity formation (Hoskins et al., 

2017). 

 

3.  Methodology 

This paper is part of a comprehensive research study developed within the National Research 

Program (Program Nucleu) and analyzes, at this stage, how education can serve as a tool for 

increasing civic participation in the Danube Region. The study focuses on two main research 

directions: theoretical perspectives and practical applications (Bocsi et al., 2020; Musteață-Pavel 

& Lixăndroiu, 2024; Rădoi & Lixăndroiu, 2025). 
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The exploratory approach is based on mixed methods and relies on multiple sources of qualitative 

and quantitative data in order to ensure a double-layered analysis: bibliographic research, 

document analysis, civic participation materials, project reports, and survey-based data collection. 

In this context, the article explores students’ experiences and perceptions regarding civic education 

and civic engagement through an exploratory online survey conducted among students from the 

Danube Region. In parallel, universities from the Danube Region were contacted in order to gather 

information highlighting how these institutions integrate civic engagement into their curricula or 

provide platforms for students to participate in community initiatives.  

Sampling and recruitment  

The questionnaire was distributed online between April and May 2026 using a purposive sampling 

strategy targeting youth leadership and higher education networks within the Danube Region. The 

survey was administered in English, selected as a common language to facilitate participation 

among respondents from different countries.  

A total of 48 contact points across 43 distinct institutions and organizations were directly invited 

to participate and redistribute the survey link. This network included 18 university student union 

sand student parliaments, 7 regional pan-European youth networks, 4 specialized Danube regional 

initiatives, and 14 youth NGOs and academic administrative bodies. Geographically, the 

recruitment covered 11 countries, specifically: Austria, Bosnia & Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, 

Germany, Hungary, Italy, Moldova, Romania, Serbia, and regional European secretariats.  

Because the survey was disseminated through institutional and student networks, it was not 

possibleto determine the exact number of individuals who received the invitation; therefore, a 

precise response rate could not be calculated. However, a total of 121 valid completed responses 

were received, forming the final data set used in the analysis. 

Survey instrument 

A quantitative social research questionnaire was developed in order to investigate young people’s 

perspectives on civic participation and education in the Danube Region (Zahariev & Yordanov, 

2024). The structured cross-sectional survey questionnaire consisted of 18 items, using 

predominantly closed-ended questions, including single-choice and multiple-response formats, 

along side one open-ended questionto provide additional qualitative insights. 
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The questionnaire was designed to collect opinions, attitudes, and experiences relatedto civic 

participation, education, regional awareness concerning the Danube Region, and civic 

engagement. The aim was to identify trends among students and young people’sperspectives on 

civic participation and the role of education in promoting active citizenship in the Danube Region. 

Ethics 

Participation was voluntary and anonymous, and no personal or identifiable data were collected. 

Respondents were informed about the purpose of the study and that the data would be used 

exclusively for academic research purposes. All data were processed and stored in accordance 

withapplicable data protection regulations. 

Institutional mapping methodology 

In parallel with the survey research, an institutional mapping exercise was conducted in order to 

identify whether universities affiliated with the DanubeRectors’ Conference network include 

topics related to civic participation, civic education, democratic engagement, volunteering, 

sustainability, service-learning, or community development within their curricula, study 

programmes, or extracurricular activities. 

The institutional mapping analysis was conducted using qualitative document analysis combined 

with structured coding procedures. Data sources included publicly available information: 

university websites, course catalogues, study programme descriptions and official educational 

materials. Each university was coded across three dimensions: Civic-related courses/themes; 

Volunteering / student engagement; Cross-border / Danube-related projects. 

A category was coded as “Yes” only when explicitly supported by institutional documentation. 

Coding was conducted by one primary researcher and verified through secondary cross-checking 

of all entries. Due to the exploratory nature of the study, no statistical inter-coder reliability 

coefficient was calculated, but all ambiguous cases were re-checked. 

 

4. Results and Discussions 

The survey included 121 respondents from several countries within the Danube Region, providing an 

exploratory perspective on young people’s civic participation and educational experiences. The collected 

quantitative data were analysed using descriptive statistical methods, while qualitative responses were 
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examined through thematic analysis in order to identify recurring perceptions, motivations and challenges 

related to civic participation and education. 

 

4.1. Demographic profile of respondents 

Regarding age distribution, respondents were relatively evenly distributed across age groups, with 

29.8% aged 23-26, 28.9% aged 18-22, 28.1% over 26, and 13.2% under 18, reflecting a diverse 

mix of adolescents, students, and young adults with varied educational and professional 

backgrounds.” 

In terms of educational level, nearly half of the respondents held a Bachelor’s degree (47.1%), 

followed by Master’s students (29.8%), while 23.1% reported high school as their highest level of 

education. The distribution reflects diverse educational backgrounds among respondents, with a 

predominance of academically engaged young people. 

The respondents represented a diverse range of countries from the Danube Region. Romania 

accounted for the largest share of participants (20.7%), followed by Germany and Austria (10.7% 

each), and Slovakia (9.9%). Bulgaria, Hungary, and Croatia each represented 8.3% of the sample, 

while Moldova, Serbia, and Ukraine each accounted for 7.4%. Montenegro was represented by 

0.8% of respondents. Although not geographically balanced, the sample includes respondents from 

multiple Danube Region countries, supporting the transnational and exploratory dimension of the 

research. 

A significant majority of respondents (91.7%) stated that they live in a region located near the 

Danube River, while only 8.3% reported living outside the immediate Danube area. This finding 

highlights the strong geographical relevance of the sample and suggests that most participants are 

directly connected to the social, cultural, and regional dynamics of the Danube Region. 

4.2. Civic awareness and perceptions of participation 

Overall, 52.9% of respondents rated civic participation as “important” and 47.1% as “very 

important”. No responses were recorded in the ”neutral” or ”not important” categories, indicating 

a uniformly positive perception of civic engagement and highlighting its perceived relevance for 

democratic and community life in the Danube Region. 
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Answer options Percentage Frequency 

Very important 47.1 57 

Important 52.9 64 

Neutral 0.0 0 

Not important 0.0 0 

Total answers 100 121 

 

Table 1. Perceptions of the importance of civic participation 

Source: processed by authors 

 

Respondents identified several forms of civic participation, with voting being the most frequently 

recognized activity (57%), followed by volunteering (49.6%), community-based projects (44.6%), 

online activism (43%), and participation in protests (31.4%). These findings suggest that 

respondents tend to associate civic engagement primarily with institutional and community-

oriented forms of participation, while more direct or less conventional forms of engagement are 

recognized by a smaller share of participants. 

 

 

Figure 1. Forms of civic participation identified by respondents 

Source: processed by authors 

 

Regarding the perceived importance of civic participation in their own countries, 56.2% of 

respondents considered it “important”, while 40.5% rated it as “very important”.A small 

proportion of respondents selected “neutral” (2.5%) and “not important” (0.8%). Overall, these 

results indicate a strongly positive perception of civic engagement at the national level. 
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Answer options Percentage Frequency 

Very important 40.5 49 

Important 56.2 68 

Neutral 2.5 3 

Not important 0.8 1 

Total answers 100 121 

 

Table 2. Perceived importance of civic participation at national level 

Source: processed by authors 

 

Furthermore, an overwhelming majority of respondents (95.9%) declared that they are aware of 

civic issues related to the Danube Region, including environmental protection and cross-border 

cooperation, indicating a very high level of regional awareness among participants and reinforces 

the relevance of transnational civic education within the Danube macro-regional framework. 

 

 

Answer options Percentage Frequency 

Yes 95.9 116 

No 4.1 5 

Total answers 100 121 

 

Table 3. Awareness of civic issues related to the Danube Region 

Source: processed by authors 

 

4.3. Role of education in promoting civic participation 

When asked whether their educational experience had prepared them to become active citizens, 

the majority of respondents (74.4%) answered “yes”, while 24% stated “partially” and 1.6% 

selected “no”, suggesting that, for most participants, education plays a significant role in fostering 

civic readiness, though there is still room for further strengthening of civic education components 

in formal education systems. 
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Answer options Percentage Frequency 

Yes 74.4 90 

Partially 24.0 29 

No 1.6 2 

Total answers 100 121 

 

Table 4. Respondents’ perceptions of education in preparing active citizens 

Source: processed by authors 

 

Regarding educational methods, debates and project-based learning were each considered most 

effective for fostering civic participation (28.9%), followed by group work (23.1%) and lectures 

(18.2%), highlighting the importance of combining interactive and collaborative learning methods 

in order to effectively support civic engagement among young people. 

 

Answer options Percentage Frequency 

Lectures 18.1 22 

Debates 28.9 35 

Projects 28.9 35 

Group work 23.1 28 

Others 0.8 1 

Total answers 100 121 

 

Table 5. Educational methods perceived as most effective by respondents 

Source: processed by authors 

 

A significant majority of respondents (93.4%) reported having participated in civic activities 

organized by their schools or universities, while only 6.6% stated that they had not taken part in 

such activities. This finding suggests that educational institutions play a very important role in 

facilitating civic engagement opportunities. 
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Answer options Percentage Frequency 

Yes 93.4 113 

No 6.6 8 

Total answers 100 121 

 

Table 6. Participation in civic activities organized by educational institutions 

Source: processed by authors 

 

Respondents also identified several civic-related themes included in their educational experiences. 

Environmental protection was the most frequently mentioned topic (48.8%), followed by European 

cooperation (44.6%) and civic rights and responsibilities (43%). Overall, the findings suggest a 

relatively balanced exposure to key civic themes, with a slight emphasis on environmental issues, 

reflecting the growing relevance of sustainability within educational contexts in the Danube 

Region. 

 

 

Figure 2. Civic-related topics included in respondents’ educational experience 

Source: processed by authors 

Regarding institutional support, most respondents (84.3%) stated that schools and universities 

encourage civic participation, while 14.9% believed that this support is only partial and 0.8% 

reported that such encouragement is not present. These findings suggest that civic participation is 

largely perceived as being supported at the institutional level, although a small proportion of 

respondents still see room for further integration of civic engagement within educational practices 

and academic culture. 
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Answer options Percentage Frequency 

Yes 84.3 102 

Partially 14.9 18 

No 0.8 1 

Total answers 100 121 

 

Table 7. Perceptions of educational institutions’ role in encouraging civic participation 

Source: processed by authors 

 

4.4. Regional participation and cross-border engagement 

The results suggest a very high level of interest and involvement in regional initiatives related to 

the Danube Region, as 91.7% of respondents stated that they had previously participated in 

activities connected to the Danube Region. These findings indicate that the Danube Region is 

perceived not only as a geographical area, but also as a space for educational, civic, and 

transnational interaction. 

 

Answer options Percentage Frequency 

Yes 91.7 111 

No 8.3 10 

Total answers 100 121 

 

Table 8. Participation in activities related to the Danube Region 

Source: processed by authors 

Furthermore, respondents expressed a high level of interest in future cross-border cooperation, 

with 81.8% interested in participating in cross-border projects with students from other Danube 

countries, while 11.6% answered “no” and 6.6% responded “maybe”. These results indicate a 

general openness toward transnational collaboration, although a small proportion of respondents 

remain either uncertain or not interested in engaging in such initiatives. 
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Answer options Percentage Frequency 

Yes 81.8 99 

No  11.6 14 

Maybe 6.6 8 

Total answers 100 121 

 

Table 9. Interest in cross-border student projects 

Source: processed by authors 

 

4.5 Digital participation and online civic engagement 

Most respondents (86%) believe that digital platforms facilitate connections between young people 

across countries, while 9.9% are uncertain and 4.1% disagree, indicating a strong overall 

perception of their role in supporting cross-border communication, although a small proportion of 

respondents remain sceptical or uncertain about their effectiveness. 

 

Answer options Percentage Frequency 

Yes 86.0 104 

Not sure 9.9 12 

No 4.1 5 

Total answers 100 121 

 

Table 10. Perception of digital platforms in facilitating cross-country connections among young people 

Source: processed by authors 

 

A large majority of respondents (82.6%) declared that they use digital platforms for civic 

engagement activities, including petitions, awareness posts, and online civic initiatives, while 

17.4% reported that they do not use such platforms for these purposes. These findings suggest that 

digital tools are widely integrated into young people’s civic practices, although a notable minority 

remains disengaged from online forms of civic participation. 
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Answer options Percentage Frequency 

Yes 82.6 100 

No 17.4 21 

Total answers 100 121 

 

Table 11. Use of digital platforms for civic engagement among respondents 

Source: processed by authors 

The vast majority of respondents (99.2%) considered that social media contributes to increasing 

civic participation, while only 0.8% disagreed. These findings indicate a near-unanimous 

perception of social media as an important tool in supporting and amplifying civic engagement 

among young people. 

 

Answer options Percentage Frequency 

Yes 99.2 120 

No 0.8 1 

Total answers 100 121 

 

Table 12. Perceived impact of Social Media on civic participation 

Source: processed by authors 

Online participation appears to complement traditional forms of civic engagement and may 

facilitate transnational communication and cooperation within the Danube Region. 

4.6. Students’ perspectives on education and civic participation 

The qualitative responses indicate that students perceive education as a key driver of civic 

participation, particularly when it moves beyond theoretical instruction toward practical, 

experience-based learning. Across responses, a central theme is the need for more hands-on and 

participatory approaches, such as community projects, volunteering, civic simulations, and field 

activities that connect students with real social issues and civic institutions. Many respondents 

emphasized that civic education becomes more meaningful when it is directly linked to local 

community challenges, environmental initiatives, and real-world problem-solving. 
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Figure 3. Summary of key terms 

Source: processed by authors (https://www.wordclouds.com/) 

 

A key idea is the importance of partnerships between schools, universities, and local organizations, 

including NGOs and public institutions. Respondents highlighted that such cooperation could 

strengthen youth engagement through environmental campaigns, volunteer programs, and student-

led civic initiatives. Several answers also stressed the need to empower and support youth 

organizations and NGOs working with young people, particularly in professional or vocational 

education contexts, as well as to encourage universities to organize more civic forums and 

awareness campaigns. 

Digital competence and media literacy emerged as another important theme. Many respondents 

underlined the need for education to teach students how to critically evaluate information, 

recognize misinformation, and engage responsibly online. This includes promoting respectful 

online communication and understanding both the positive and negative impacts of social media 

on civic participation. 

In addition, respondents frequently pointed to the importance of critical thinking, dialogue, and 

debate-based learning. Interactive methods such as discussions, group work,and debate activities 

were seen as effective tools for developing civic awareness, democratic understanding, and 

communication skills. Early civic education was also emphasized, with several participants 

arguing that civic responsibility and empathy should be nurtured from a young age to build long-

term civic habits. 
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Overall, the responses consistently suggest that civic education should be practical, interactive, 

and closely connected to real-life experiences. Education is perceived not only as a space for 

learning about civic values, but also as a platform for actively practicing citizenship through 

participation, collaboration, and engagement with both local and broader societal issues 

 

4.7. Preliminary institutional mapping of universities in the Danube Region 

The institutional mapping analysis indicates that many universities affiliated with the Danube 

Rectors’ Conference integrate civic participation-related themes within curricula, extracurricular 

activities and institutional strategies. The analysis identified recurring themes such as: active 

citizenship, democratic governance, sustainability, volunteering, community engagement, 

European cooperation and social responsibility. To visualize the geographical distribution of the 

universities united in this consortium from a spatial, geographical perspective, we used Geographic 

Information Systems (GIS). The data were collected from the GIS database for the country borders, 

and the route of the Danube River was extracted from Open Street Map. The member cities were 

digitized based on the official membership page of the consortium, and the country labels were 

applied for clarity. 

Figure 4 illustrates the spatial distribution and the formation of clusters by country. For example, 

a major concentration is noted in Romania, which includes the largest number of institutions in the 

consortium (18 universities) and features the highest spatial density. This is followed by 

Germanyand Austria, each with 8 members. Another important concentration is represented by 

institutions in the middle sector of the Danube, comprising universities from Hungary, Serbia, and 

Croatia. At the opposite pole, a lower presence is recorded in Italy, with only two universities 

included, and in the Republic of Moldova, which is represented by a single institution, highlighting 

the more peripheral areas of the Danube Region network.  
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Figure 4. Spatial distribution of university members within the Danube Rectors' Conference (DRC) 

Source: processed by authors 

 

In order to visualize the preliminary institutional mapping of civic participation and engagement 

in universities in the Danube Region, a database was created with elements showing how 

universities in the Danube Region actively integrate civic engagement into their study programs 

or provide platforms and facilitate student engagement in community initiatives. 

Universities such as Babes-Bolyai University, the National School of Political Science and Public 

Administration Bucharest, the University of Vienna, Corvinus University of Budapest, the 

University of Belgrade and the University of Novi Sad demonstrate visible engagement in civic 

education, regional cooperation and student participation initiatives. 
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The analysis also indicates that civic participation is frequently integrated through non-formal 

educational activities, volunteering programmes and international cooperation projects rather than 

exclusively through dedicated academic courses. 

Although the integration of civic participation differs significantly between institutions and 

countries, the preliminary findings suggest that universities increasingly function as facilitators of 

democratic participation and regional cooperation within the Danube Region. 

 

Nr.crt. University Country 
Civic-related 

courses/themes 

Volunteering / 

Student 

Engagement 

Cross-

border / 

Danube 

projects 

Observations 

1. 

 

Babes-Bolyai 

University 
Romania 

Civic education, 

European studies, 

governance, 

sustainability 

Yes 

Erasmus+, 

Service-

learning 

projects 

Active 

involvement in 

civic and regional 

initiatives 

2. 

National School 

of Political 

Science and 

Public 
Administration 

Romania 

Public 

participation, 

governance, 

citizenship, 
democracy 

Yes 

European 

cooperation 

projects 

Strong focus on 

democratic 

governance and 

public 
administration 

3. 
West University 

of Timisoara 
Romania 

Civic 

engagement, 

inclusion, 

sustainability 

Yes 

Danube and 

EUSDR 

initiatives 

Active regional 

cooperation 

profile 

4. 

 

University of 

Bucharest 
Romania 

Political 
participation, 

European 

citizenship, civic 

rights 

Yes 

Erasmus and 

NGO 

partnerships 

Civic-related 

themes mainly in 

social sciences 

5. 

 

University of 

Vienna 
Austria 

Democracy 

studies, civic 

education, 

European 

governance 

Yes 

International 

and Danube 

cooperation 

Strong 

interdisciplinary 

civic education 

environment 

6. 
University of 

Graz 
Austria 

Sustainability, 

social 

responsibility, 

democratic 

participation 

Yes 

Regional 

cooperation 

projects 

Civic participation 

linked with 

sustainability 

agendas 

 

7. 

 

Corvinus 

University of 

Budapest 

Hungary 

Governance, 

European studies, 

public 

participation 

Yes 

International 

student 

projects 

Focus on public 

policy and civic 

governance 



 

Romanian International Conference for Education and Research 17th edition, June 10, 2026, 

Bucharest 
82 

Nr.crt. University Country 
Civic-related 

courses/themes 

Volunteering / 

Student 

Engagement 

Cross-

border / 

Danube 

projects 

Observations 

8. 
University of 

Pécs 
Hungary 

Community 

engagement, 

social inclusion 

Yes 
Cross-border 

cooperation 

Regional 

academic 

cooperation 

visible 

9. 

 

University of 

Belgrade 
Serbia 

Democracy, 

public policy, 

civic studies 

Yes 

DRC and 

international 

partnerships 

Strong 

institutional 

international 

engagement 

10. 
University of 

Novi Sad 
Serbia 

Civic 

responsibility, 

sustainability, 

European 

cooperation 

Yes 

Danube 

regional 

projects 

Important actor in 

Danube academic 

cooperation 

11. 

 

University of 

Zagreb 
Croatia 

Citizenship 
education, 

inclusion, social 

participation 

Yes 

Erasmus and 

regional 

initiatives 

Civic themes 
integrated mainly 

in humanities and 

social sciences 

 

12. 

University of 

Maribor 
Slovenia 

Sustainability and 

civic engagement 
Yes 

Cross-border 

educational 

cooperation 

Active participant 

in regional 

academic 

networks 

13. 

 

University of 

Primorska 
Slovenia 

Intercultural 

dialogue, 

European 

cooperation 

Yes 
International 

partnerships 

Strong 

transnational 

orientation 

14. 
University of 

Ruse 
Bulgaria 

Environmental 

protection, 

European 
cooperation 

Yes 

Danube-

related 
activities 

Civic themes 

linked to regional 
sustainability 

15. 

 

 

Constantine the 

Philosopher 

University 

Slovakia 

Citizenship 

education, social 

responsibility 

Yes 

Service-

learning 

initiatives 

Participated in 

civic engagement 

educational 

projects 

16. 

Catholic 
University of 

Eichstätt-

Ingolstadt 

Germany 
Service learning, 

civic engagement 
Yes 

Erasmus+ 
Service-

learning 

projects 

Direct 
involvement in 

civic engagement 

programmes 

 

Table 13. Preliminary institutional mapping of civic participation and engagement in Danube Region Universities 

Source: Authors’ own elaboration based on institutional websites, Erasmus+ project databases, Danube Rectors’ 

Conference documentation, publicly available curricula, and institutional reports. The categories reflect themes 

identified in publicly accessible documentation and are not intended as exhaustive institutional evaluations. 
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In order to visualize the preliminary institutional mapping of civic participation and engagement 

in universities in the Danube Region, database was created using Geographic Information Systems 

(GIS). This database highlights how these universities actively integrate civic engagement into 

their study programs, provide platforms, and facilitate student engagement in community 

initiatives. The data for countries was downloaded from diva-gis and the universities layer was 

digitized manually, later added the attributes. This map is created in a choropleth method by the 

distinct colour of the countries and overlay symbols by the 2  types of data that the universities 

have. The map features a legend and a list of all member universities. 

 

 

Figure 5. Institutional mapping of civic participation and engagement in Danube Region Universities 

Source: processed by authors 

 

This map shows that civic engagement is not uniform. What we have found is that higher education 

institutions are transforming their status from isolated “ivory towers” to active civic actors. We 
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can visualize how universities in the Danube region are moving beyond traditional academia to act 

as anchors for civic society. By mapping these 16 institutions, we can see a clear regional 

ecosystem where civic education, democratic governance and cross-border collaboration intersect 

to address common European challenges. 

 

5. Conclusions 

This study contributes to the understanding of civic participation in a macro-regional context, with 

a focus on the Danube Region as a transnational space of educational and civic interaction. 

The findings show that civic participation is highly valued among respondents and is primarily 

expressed through voting, volunteering, and community engagement. These results confirm a 

pattern consistent with a mixed model of civic engagement, where traditional forms and emerging 

digital practices of participation coexist. At the same time, the high level of perceived importance 

attributed to civic participation suggests a sustained normative commitment to democratic values 

among young people in the Danube Region. 

The findings also underline the central role of education in shaping civic attitudes and 

competences. While most respondents reported that their education has prepared them for active 

citizenship, they also emphasized the need for more experiential, practice-based and participatory 

learning approaches, suggesting a gap between formal civic education and lived civic experience. 

A particularly relevant contribution of this study is the strong evidence of regional and 

transnational civic awareness. The Danube Region emerges not merely as a geographical space, 

but as a socio-educational and civic framework in which young people develop shared concerns 

and collaborative practices. This supports macro-regional approaches to identity formation and 

civic learning, as highlighted in European Union policy frameworks on regional cooperation and 

youth engagement. 

Digital engagement further represents a key dimension of contemporary civic participation. While 

respondents widely recognize the role of social media and digital platforms in facilitating civic 

mobilization and cross-border interaction, the difference between perceived usefulness and actual 

civic use suggests the persistence of a “participation gap” in digital environments.  

The preliminary institutional mapping suggests that universities in the Danube Region increasingly 

integrate civic participation through both formal curricula and non-formal educational practices, 
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including volunteering programmes, service learning, sustainability initiatives, and cross-border 

cooperation projects. This confirms the role of higher education institutions as facilitators of 

democratic participation, civic responsibility, and regional cooperation within European 

educational frameworks. 

Furthermore, the visible engagement of universities affiliated with the Danube Rectors’ 

Conference indicates that civic education is becoming progressively connected to 

internationalization strategies, European cooperation, and community engagement initiatives, 

reinforcing the role of universities as important actors in the development of active citizenship and 

transnational civic networks in the Danube Region. 

In conclusion, the study reinforces the idea that civic education is most effective when it is 

embedded in participatory, practice-based, and digitally informed learning environments. 

Strengthening collaboration between schools, universities, civil society organizations, and regional 

institutions may significantly enhance young people’s capacity for active citizenship and 

democratic participation in an increasingly interconnected European context. 

Overall, the study highlights that civic education in the Danube Regionis evolving at the 

intersection of three major contemporary trends: digital citizenship, service-learning, and 

internationalized higher education.  

The transnational nature of the Danube Region provides a distinctive frame work where 

thesetrends converge, creating new opportunities for civic learning and participation across 

borders. 

The novelty of this study lies in its macro-regional perspective, as it examines civic participation 

not only within individual national systems, but also through the shared educational and social 

dynamics of the Danube Region. In this sense, the paper positions education as a strategic 

instrument for fostering active citizenship, regional cohesion, and democratic participation across 

diverse cultural and institutional environments. 

 

References 

 Biesta, G. (2011). Learning democracy in school and society: Education, lifelong learning, and 

the politics of citizenship. Sense Publishers. 

Bitusikova, A. (2018). Civic activism in the Danube Region: A case study from Slovakia.  



 

Romanian International Conference for Education and Research 17th edition, June 10, 2026, 

Bucharest 
86 

Bocsi, V., Fényes, H., & Markos, V. (2020). Civic engagement of higher education 

students in a Central and Eastern European region. The New Educational Review, 62(4), 

pp. 80-90. 

Bomberg, E. (2001). How to democratize the European Union… and why bother? by 

Philippe C. Schmitter. American Political Science Review, 95(2), pp. 522-523. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055401842027. 

Bonini, S., Baraldi, D., & Zan, L. (2015). Between policies and practices: Administration 

matters. In L. Zan (Ed.), Managing cultural heritage: An international research 

perspective (pp. 179-189). 

Borhan, H. (2025). Civic education as a pathway to inclusive societies: Exploring the role 

of education in fostering civic and social engagement. OECD Education Working Papers, 

No. 326. OECD Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/3f128be8-en. 

Brady, H. E., Verba, S., & Schlozman, K. L. (1995). Beyond SES: A resource model of 

political participation. American Political Science Review, 89(2), pp. 271-294. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/2082425. 

Cnaan, R. A., & Park, S. (2016). The multifaceted nature of civic participation: A literature 

review. Voluntaristics Review, 1(1), pp. 1–73. https://doi.org/10.1163/24054933-

12340001. 

Council conclusions of 26 November 2012 on Cultural Governance OJ C 393, 19.12.2012, 

pp. 8-10 (2012).  

Council conclusions on participatory governance of cultural heritage, OJ C 463, 

23.12.2014, pp. 1-3 (2014). 

Crețan, R. (2006). The evolution of cultural and economic activities in the DKMT 

Euroregion.  

Dee, T. S. (2020). Education and civic engagement. In S. Bradley & C. Green (Eds.), The 

economics of education (2nd ed., pp. 103-108). Academic Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-815391-8.00008-2. 

Decision No 445/2014/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council of 16 April 2014 

establishing a Union action for the European Capitals of Culture for the years 2020 to 2033 

and repealing. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055401842027
https://doi.org/10.1787/3f128be8-en
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2082425
https://doi.org/10.1163/24054933-12340001
https://doi.org/10.1163/24054933-12340001
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-815391-8.00008-2


 

Romanian International Conference for Education and Research 17th edition, June 10, 2026, 

Bucharest 
87 

European Parliament resolution of 8 September 2015 towards an integrated approach to 

cultural heritage for Europe (2014/2149(INI)), OJ C 316, 22.9.2017, pp. 88–98 (2015).  

Foster, S. (2011). Collective action and urban commons. Notre Dame Law Review, 87, 57. 

https://scholarship.law.nd.edu/ndlr/vol87/iss1/2. 

Gál, Z., Lux, G., & Illés, I. (2013). Danube region – Analysis and long-term development 

trends of the macro-region (Discussion Papers No. 90). 

https://tet.rkk.hu/index.php/DP/article/view/2534. 

Galston, W. A. (2007). Civic knowledge, civic education, and civic engagement: A 

summary of recent research. International Journal of Public Administration, 30(6–7), pp. 

623-642. https://doi.org/10.1080/01900690701215888. 

Golubeva, I. (2018). The links between education and active citizenship/civic engagement. 

NESET II Ad Hoc Question Report. https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.30235.36644. 

Grote, J. R., & Gbikpi, B. (2002). From democratic government to participatory 

governance. In J. R. Grote & B. Gbikpi (Eds.), Participatory governance: Political and 

social implications (pp. 17-34). Opladen, Germany: Leske + Budrich. 

Hoskins, B., Janmaat, J. G., & Melis, G. (2017). Tackling inequalities in political 

socialisation: A systematic analysis of access to and mitigation effects of learning 

citizenship at school. Social Science Research, 68, pp. 88- 101. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2017.09.001. 

Jeleva, R. (2021). Studying regions and “the regional”. In R. Jeleva (Ed.), Regions and 

“the regional” in a sociological perspective. Prof. Marin Drinov Publishing. 

King, B.& Hustedde, R. (2001). Strengthening Civic Engagement in Community Decision-

Making. Rural South: Preparing for the Challenges of the 21st Century. 

Koller, B. (2010). The Danube: The reinvented symbol of Europe. Report Hungarian 

Europe Society, 5, pp. 1-15. 

Langton, S. (1987). Strengthening citizen participation and the renewal of community. 

National Civic Review, 76, 224. 

Lütgenau, S. A. (2010) ‘Civil society participation in the European Danube Strategy’, in 

Europeanization of the Danube Region: The Blue Ribbon Project, pp. 188–205. Kossuth 

Kiadó Zt.Loader, B. D., Vromen, A., & Xenos, M. A. (2014). The networked young 

https://scholarship.law.nd.edu/ndlr/vol87/iss1/2
https://tet.rkk.hu/index.php/DP/article/view/2534
https://doi.org/10.1080/01900690701215888
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.2.30235.36644
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2017.09.001


 

Romanian International Conference for Education and Research 17th edition, June 10, 2026, 

Bucharest 
88 

citizen: Social media, political participation and civic engagement. Information, 

Communication & Society, 17(2), pp. 143-150. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2013.871571. 

Manning, N., & Edwards, K. (2014). Does civic education for young people increase 

political participation? A systematic review. Educational Review, 66(1), pp. 22-45.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2013.763767. 

Mayer, G. and Langer, P. F. (eds.) (2015) The Danube Creates Identity!. European Danube 

Academy. 

Medne, D., Lastovska, A., Lāma, G., & Grava, J. (2024). The development of civic 

competence in higher education to support a sustainable society: The case of Latvian higher 

education. Sustainability, 16, 2238. https://doi.org/10.3390/su16062238. 

Miklós, D. (2010). History and results of the hydrological co-operation of the countries 

sharing the Danube catchment (1971-2008). In M. Brilly (Ed.), Hydrological processes of 

the Danube River Basin (pp. 1-17). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-90-481-3423-

6_1. 

Musteață-Pavel, M., &Lixăndroiu, C. C. F. (2024). Analysing civic participation in 

Romania's Danube region's multicultural tourism: A methodological approach. Romanian 

Journal of Economics, 58(1), pp. 20-22. 

Niazi, A. (2025). Education is the foundation of individual growth and social progress. 

Integrated Journal for Research in Arts and Humanities, 5(4), pp. 80-83. 

https://doi.org/10.55544/ijrah.5.4.11. 

Nucleu Program [PN 23-42 01 02, 2023-2026], https://www.research.gov.ro/programe-

nationale/programe-nucleu/. 

Padło, T., Struś, P., & Gil, A. (2021). Danube as a symbol of Europe. PLOS ONE, 16(12), 

e0260848. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0260848. 

Protik, A. E., Nichols-Barrer, I., Berman, J., & Sloan, M. (2018). Bridging the information 

gap between citizens and local governments: Evidence from a civic participation 

strengthening program in Rwanda. World Development, 108, pp. 145-156. 

Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling alone: The collapse and revival of American community. 

New York, NY: Simon & Schuster. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2013.871571
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2013.763767
https://doi.org/10.3390/su16062238
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-90-481-3423-6_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-90-481-3423-6_1
https://doi.org/10.55544/ijrah.5.4.11
https://www.research.gov.ro/programe-nationale/programe-nucleu/
https://www.research.gov.ro/programe-nationale/programe-nucleu/
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0260848


 

Romanian International Conference for Education and Research 17th edition, June 10, 2026, 

Bucharest 
89 

Qiao, Z., Zhang, Y., & Liang, G. (2017, September). Does more education promote civic 

engagement? PostDoc Journal, 5(9). http://www.postdocjournal.com. 

Rădoi, I., &Lixăndroiu, C. C. F. (2025). Assessing civic participation in cultural and 

tourism sectors in the Danube region. Review of Historical Geography and Toponomastics 

(RHGT). Retrieved from: https://cbg.uvt.ro/cercetare/departamentul-de-geografie/. 

Reichert, F., & Print, M. (2018). Civic participation of high school students: The effect of 

civic learning in school. Educational Review, 70(3), pp. 318-341. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2017.1316239. 

Review of Historical Geography and Toponomastics, 1(1), pp. 61–78. 

Ribeiro, A. B., Caetano, A., & Menezes, I. (2016). Citizenship education, educational 

policies and NGOs. British Educational Research Journal, 42(4), pp. 646-664. 

Schmid, M., Haidvogl, G., Friedrich, T., Funk, A., Schmalfuss, L., Schmidt-Kloiber, A., 

Hein, T., & Tockner, K. (2023). The Danube: On the environmental history, present, and 

future of a great European river. In Environmental histories of Europe (pp. 601–626). 

Springer. 

Schulz, W., Ainley, J., Fraillon, J., Losito, B., Agrusti, G., & Friedman, T. (2018). 

Becoming citizens in a changing world: IEA International Civic and Citizenship Education 

Study 2016 international report. International Association for the Evaluation of 

Educational Achievement (IEA). 

Simionescu, C. D. (2018). Cultural heritage, identity and cultural mediation. Hermeneia, 

21, pp. 95-104. 

Simmons, A. G. (1994). Community participation in tourism planning. Tourism 

Management, 15(2), pp. 98-108. https://doi.org/10.1016/0261-5177(94)90003-5. 

Sommerwerk, N., Hein, T., Schneider-Jacoby, M., Baumgartner, C., Ostojic, A., Siber, R., 

... & Tockner, K. (2009). The Danube river basin. In C. Tockner, U. Uehlinger, & C. T. 

Robinson (Eds.), Rivers of Europe (pp. 59-113). Academic Press. 

Stephan, M., Marshall, G., & McGinnis, M. (2019). An introduction to polycentricity and 

governance. In A. Thiel, W. A. Blomquist, & D. E. Garrick (Eds.), Governing complexity: 

Analyzing and applying polycentricity (pp. 21-44). Cambridge, England: Cambridge 

University Press. 

http://www.postdocjournal.com/
https://cbg.uvt.ro/cercetare/departamentul-de-geografie/
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2017.1316239
https://doi.org/10.1016/0261-5177(94)90003-5


 

Romanian International Conference for Education and Research 17th edition, June 10, 2026, 

Bucharest 
90 

Tosun, C. (1999). Towards a typology of community participation in the tourism 

development process. Anatolia, 10(2), pp. 113-134. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13032917.1999.9686975. 

Zahariev, B., & Yordanov, I. (2024). Report Civic participation and civic values among 

children and young people from vulnerable school communities. 

 

Acknowledgement. This work was supported by the Ministry of Research, Innovation and 

Digitalization within Nucleu Programme [PN 23-42 01 02, 2023-2026]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13032917.1999.9686975

