(WISCHENI 1S

POLICY BRIEF Nr. 16
March 2025

Youth at a Political Crossroads:
Shifting Voter Trends in Austria,
Germany and the US

Written by our cooperation partner
oiip-Osterreichisches Institut fur Internationale Politik:

Annika Scharnagl



Abstract:

In 2024, elections across Austria, Germany, and the United States revealed a striking
shift in the political inclinations of Generation Z (Gen Z). Younger voters are
increasingly polarized, with significant support emerging for far-right parties in Europe,
and near-even splits between Democrats and Republicans in the U.S. This policy brief
explores the drivers behind this phenomenon, including dissatisfaction with traditional
political structures, socio-economic challenges, targeted social media campaigns and
mental health problems.

Key findings include:

1. Shift to the Right: In Germany and Austria, parties like the AfD and FPO
garnered unprecedented youth support, while in the U.S., Gen Z voters
displayed a nearly even split between Democrats and Republicans.

2. Social Media Influence: Platforms such as TikTok and podcasts have
become powerful tools for political mobilization, with right-wing and anti-
establishment parties using these mediums effectively to engage young
voters.

3. Mental Health and Loneliness: Loneliness and mental health challenges
exacerbated by crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic appear to contribute
to youth susceptibility to authoritarian ideologies and misinformation.

Keywords: Youth political polarization, social media influence, loneliness, right-wing
parties, democratic resilience.
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Introduction

2024 - a pivotal election year worldwide — held moments of expected political change
and unexpected voter behavior, especially among younger generations. The European
Parliamentary elections and subsequent state and federal elections in Germany and
Austria show growing support among youth for conservative and right-wing parties,
similar to the U.S. presidential election which highlights a striking shift to the right
among young voters. For instance, while 61% of young Americans supported Joe
Biden in 2020, the 2024 election saw a near split, with 51% voting for Democrats and
47% for Republicans. In all three German states which went to the polls in the fall of
2024, the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) managed to come out on top for
young people with election results in this age group above 30%. In Austria, 27% of
young people voted for the far-right Freedom Party (FPO) in the parliamentary
elections in September 2024. This trend raises a critical question: What drives this shift
among youth? This brief explores Gen Z's voting behavior, their shifting toward
polarized and sometimes extreme political positions, driven by dissatisfaction with the
status quo, targeted social media strategies, and socio-economic challenges.

Who is the youth and how are they characterized?

References to “the” youth are easily made. However, people have different groups of
people in mind when referring to this group. The focus of this article will be on Gen Z,
this age group was born between 1997 and 2012 and is the first true digital native
group. Britannica defines them as the group that cannot remember 9/11 as they have
not been born yet or were too young to remember. The COVID-19 pandemic rather
shaped them, and they are more diverse in views and open in opinions than previous
generations (Eldridge, 2025). With this demographic defined, the underlying
motivations behind their voting trends can now we explored.

Moral Compass or Crisis Response? Understanding Youth
Political Behavior

In order to understand the voting behavior of an individual, their living conditions have
to be taken into account. Having arrived in 2025 the chances of finding affordable
housing, securing a good job or even seeing actions against climate change taking
place seem further away than ever. The feeling among this author’s generation is that
those critical problems are looming on the horizon (not only) for the Gen Z and are not
adequately addressed by the political establishment and are rather pushed to the next
generation to deal with (Lempinen, 2024). Rebellion is one way of challenging the
establishment, and it seems as if some members of Gen Z are doing so by being more
free-thinking and progressive while others are more socially conservative than the
previous generation (Rudra, 2023). But, in a generation spanning more than 15 years

Plattform fur Nachhaltige Entwicklung (SDGs) 4
Gesamtuniversitare Plattform fur die Forderung der Ziele
fur Nachhaltige Entwicklung der Vereinten Nationen



not all people who belong to this group have the same political views. This becomes
clearer when looking at the separated analysis of voting behavior by men and women
inthe US, Germany and Austria. Until the 1970s and 1980s political scientists observed
women in Western Countries to be voting more conservative which was called the
“Traditional Gender Gap”. Religion and traditional values were mentioned as reasons
for this (Hudde, 2023: 146). However, since then we can see women leaning more to
left-wing parties, while men are voting for more conservative / right-wing parties. In the
US this can be observed as early as the 1980s when more women favored the
democratic party (ibid). In the US, were for years men and women were equally
represented on both sides of the political spectrum, it just took 6 years (until 2020) for
women aged 18 to 30 to now be 30 percentage points more liberal than their male
counterparts (Burn-Murdoch, 2024). A study from Austria suggests that this movement
started already in the 1970s in Austria (Hudde, 2023: 147). Only in the 1990s it became
more visible that German women were more left leaning (Hudde, 2023: 146f.).
However, it can only be substantially seen in voting behavior in Germany in 2017
(Hudde, 2023: 154). And while this is true for the overall population, it is the most
significant in the age group 18 — 24 in Germany (Golle, 2024). This behavior is called
the “Modern Gender Gap”. Apart from differences along gender lines, this generation
can also be distinguished from others by their social media usage.

Social Media usage and its implications

A Pew Research found that 41% of Americans aged 18-29 use social media as their
primary source for news. And apart from the way that the news reaches this generation
also the experience in comparison to traditional forms of media varies greatly,
especially in the US (Foster & Markiewicz, 2023). The consumption of news via
traditional media portals such as national network and cable news, radio, newspapers,
and magazines all have a partisan split as there is no news outlet in the US which is
being watched by larger number of voters from both political parties (Foster &
Markiewicz, 2023). Social Media however offers the option to interact, as both
Republicans and Democrats mingle there. And while interaction is possible, it does not
necessarily mean that it is taking place, as the hyper personalized feeds with the same
reoccurring narratives due to the algorithms will curb any intersection.

In Germany and Austria, social media (especially among the younger generation) is
also on the rise: the Youth-Internet-Monitor in Austria found that WhatsApp, YouTube,
Snapchat, TikTok, and Instagram all rose between 2 — 13 percentage points since the
last survey in 2024 among 11-17-year-olds (Saferinternet.at, 2025). In Germany, the
ARD/ZDF-Media study in 2024 found that in the age-group between 14-29 YouTube,
Instagram and TikTok rose between 2 — 10 percentage points in daily usage since
2023 (Muller, 2024).
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This trend was observed by political parties like the AfD who understands how to use
it in their political strategy. While other parties are still hesitant to use the platform
TikTok due to its Chinese mother company ByteDance, AfD has used the app from the
beginning. Even though the official party account has been banned for more than two
years, the contents are shared widely through an elaborate network of politicians, AfD
youth organizations, right-wing organizations and other individuals (Fehrensen &
Hurtz, 2024). Between January 2022 and December 2023, the AfD achieved an
average of 430,000 impressions! per video, while the other parties together did not
even reach 150,000 impressions. And even though TikTok is the furthest ahead with
this unique position of the AfD, the situation is similar for all other social media
platforms: the AfD has the most subscribers or the highest interaction rate (Metzger,
2024). Reasons for that are that the party did not shy away from social media and has
been using it professionally for a long time. In addition, social media is viewed as a
political strategy for which the necessary funds are reserved, and the channels are
managed professionally (Fehrensen & Hurtz, 2024). In addition, a number of AfD
politicians first did not engage with their political affiliation on Social Media, which
meant that they were liked as a private person, only later, the official connection, e.g.
with the AfD, was made. One prominent example of this is the so-called “AfD TikTok-
Posterboy” he is the most successful politician on TikTok in Germany, with videos of
him being liked more than 5 million times. Ulrich Siegmund is the parliamentary group
leader for the AfD in the State Parliament in Saxony-Anhalt who only operated with
“TikToker” in his information until his affiliation and job were uncovered by a journalist
(Fehrensen & Hurtz, 2024). He was also one of the participants in the secret meeting
in November 2023 in Potsdam, Germany, where the forced deportation of millions of
people living in Germany was discussed (Bensmann, et. al., 2024). This trend gets
dangerous when new studies show that social media is an important information tool
(not only) for young people. Studies in Austria (Safterinternet, 2025) and Germany
(Albert, et. al., 2024) both underline the spread of false information through Social
Media consumption in youth. In addition, skills for fact-checking the information are
nonexistent or are not applied. By now, we all know of the possibilities that the internet
brings through its fast connectivity and the low hurdles for participation. While for some
(especially the younger generation), this allows them to get an audience, it also allows
wrong or altered information to float uncontrolled throughout the internet and especially
on social media platforms where content moderation is still lacking most of the time.
The mere fact that parties such as the AfD are very popular on social media does not
directly translate into higher voting results for the AfD. However, looking at the overall
media consumption in Germany, the Reuters Institute Digital News Report found that
in the age group 18- 24, 47% of the people use traditional news online, while 50%
consume their news via social media (Behre et. al, 2024: 17). Therefore, as young

1 The number of impressions indicates how often the content is displayed to users.
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people spend a lot of time on social media, a connection between Social Media
consumption and voting behavior can be suspected.

Election results in Germany and Austria in 2024

Germany and Austria both saw multiple elections taking place in 2024 which revealed
a stark shift among youth toward parties on both edges of the political spectrum. Apart
from the European Parliament elections in June 2024, three German states went to
the polls in the fall of 2024 and apart from the state election in Vorarlberg in Austria in
October 2024 and the election in Styria in November 2024, we also saw the
parliamentary election taking place in September 2024.

In Austria, the European elections in 2024 showed the vote among young people being
dispersed among all parties or they were not voting at all. The only age group with a
substantive voter basis for the communist party, KPO, is the age group until 30 years
old, 10 % cast the vote for this party. 20 % voted for the conservative OVP while 19 %
voted for the right-wing FPO (Laumer/Praprotnik, 2024a). Since then, the country went
to polls again, and there, the votes were cast in an even more polarized version. The
Austrian legislative election on 29" September to elect the Austrian parliament saw the
right-wing FPO winning with 28,8 %, followed by the conservative OVP with 26,3 %. In
the age group under 35 years old, the FPO had the biggest share with 27 % of the
votes, followed by the OVP with only 20% (Laumer/Praprotnik, 2024b). In the Austrian
State Vorarlberg elections that took place in October 2024, 38,3 % of the population
voted for the OVP, followed by 28% by the FPO. Looking at the younger generation,
voters under 35 years old, voted with 35% for the FPO, followed by 25% voting for the
OVP (Laumer/Praprotnik, 2024c). The election in the Austrian State Styria on 24 of
November saw a landslide victory for the FPO, winning the election with 34,8% of the
votes, followed by the OVP with 26,8% of the votes (Kleine Zeitung, 2024). Looking at
the results separated in age groups, the age group until 35 had the most split results
among the 9 running parties. Still the FPO was leading the results also in this age
group with 29%, followed by OVP with 23% and SPO with 22% (Matzenberger, 2024).
Especially in Austria, the mobilization of non-voters by the FPO was very pronounced.
In the parliamentary elections 258.000 previous non-voter votes were part of their 1,4
million voters in total for this party (ORF, 2024).

The election results in Austria are only separated in gender and age with the separation
of older and younger than 45. In all Austrian elections in 2024, we see differences in
the older versus then younger voting group. FPO is the strongest winner for the below
45 years old, while it is OVP for the above 45 years old. The results for women in both
age groups are always less strong than the men’s. The example from the
Parliamentary Election shows that 36% of men under 45 voted for FPO, while only
32% of women did the same (Laumer/Praprotnik, 2024b).
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In the 2024 European elections, for the first time, 16-year-olds were allowed to vote in
Germany which experts thought would increase the chances for the Green Party. After
all the Green Party had the best results in the age group 18 — 29 years old in the
election in 2019 with 31%. In 2024, the picture looked very different, only 12% of the
votes of the age group 16 — 29 years old went to the Green party, while 17 % went to
the conservative CDU/CSU and 17 % went to AfD. Therefore, conservative and right-
wing parties combined make up a third of the votes at the young age group. New and
small parties did especially well in the younger voter group, where others made 18%
of the vote, 9% went to Volt and 7% to the newly established Bindnis Sarah
Wagenknecht (BSW) (Miller-Hansen & Ketterer, 2024). For men and women, not
separated in age groups, the CDU was the election winner with 30%, followed by the
AfD with men at 19% and the SPD with women at 15% (ibid).

In the East-German state elections in Sachsen, in the age group 18-24, the AfD was
the biggest winner with 31% of the votes, followed by the CDU with 18%. The overall
election results saw a tight race between CDU and AfD with the CDU winning 32% and
the AfD coming in second with 31% of the votes. For the younger generation, especially
the left parties seemed to be interesting, as the Left party had the best results in all the
voter groups with 13%, followed by the BSW with 10% (Statista, 2024a). Very similar
results can be seen in Thiuringen, where the AfD achieved the highest results in all the
age groups in the section 18-24 years old, with 38% of the votes being cast for the
AfD. This was followed by 16% for the Left party and 12% for the BSW. Therefore, a
clear orientation to the right and left (extreme) sides of the political spectrum. Overall,
the AfD received 33% of the votes in Thuringia, followed by 24% for the CDU, which
came only third in the 18-24 age group (Statista, 2024b). The last German state to vote
in the fall of 2024 was Brandenburg. Also there, the AfD managed to score high.
Overall, 31% of the votes went to the SPD, followed by 29% for the AfD. In the age
group 16-24, 31% voted for the AfD, 19% for the SPD and 12% for the BSW (Statista,
2024c).

US presidential election 2024

When it became clearer, in the morning hours (CET) of Nov. 6, 2024, that Donald
Trump would serve as the next president of the United States, many in Europe were
caught in a state of shock which was followed by quick calls to action for more
European independence in several areas. And while it is difficult to compare the
election results in the US to results in Europe, due to the different voting systems and
also the different financial means used for elections in the US and Europe, going along
age lines and looking into social media influence on voting behavior creates
comparable data.
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In the presidential elections in 2020, when the decision was between Joe Biden and
Donald Trump, 61% of voters between the ages 18-29 voted for Joe Biden, while 36%
supported Donald Trump. However, in the election in 2024, the voter group was nearly
split between Kamala Harris and Donald Trump. 51% of voters in this age group voted
for the Democrats and 47% for the Republican Party. In addition, along all age groups,
the votes were similarly split, and the difference was only between 3 and 6 percentage
points (Boak & Sanders, 2024). This is a significant change to the results in 2020, when
only the age groups 45 and older were split nearly evenly between Democrats and
Republicans. In addition, we can see a pronounced gender gap between male and
female voters in the US election. This trend can be observed in every election since
1980, ranging from a difference in percentage points from 4 to 12 (CAWP, 2024). In
the 2024 presidential election, 45% of women and 55% of men voted for Trump. The
groups, however, are even more split within, while it was black women, Latinas,
college-educated and young women supporting Harris, non-college educated white
and white evangelical women supported Trump (CAWP, 2024).

While this trend continued, the 2024 election was dubbed by some as the podcast
election and may have set new standards for political engagement through podcasts.
Especially Donald Trump used the medium heavily, appearing on 14 different podcast
or online shows which reached more than 90 million viewers by the end of October
(Pastis, 2024). This number was potentially increased until Election Day. The shows
mainly targeted young male voters, who would normally not vote. Trump tried to
connect with them through the appearance in the podcasts to receive their so-called
“bro vote”. Kamala Harris also appeared on several podcast where she tried to engage
with young male voters. She also made appearances on podcasts which are listened
to by young women, such as Call her Daddy, one of the most listened podcasts on
Spotify (Schneid, 2024). This development is important to study as interviews in
podcasts are drastically different than “normal” journalistic interviews, as the hosts
oftentimes do partisan interviews and ignore journalistic norms of neutrality or
objectivity. Podcasts also allow the guests to take more time explaining their believes
and world views, often uninterrupted or even encouraged by the host (Modell, 2024).
This is important since the number of people listening to podcast has more than
doubled since 2016, with now about half of Americans having listened to a podcast in
the last year. In the age group 18-29-year-olds, 67% have listened to a podcast in the
last 12 months, and a third said that they listen to a podcast at least a few times a week
(Jurkowitz et. al., 2023). In addition, Pew Research found that podcast listeners believe
with 87% that the news they hear on podcasts are mostly accurate. There is also a
difference along party lines in which 46% of Republicans say that they trust the news
they hear on podcasts more than other sources and say that the news there are unique,
43% say it is the same. Among Democrats, only 19% say they believe the news on
podcasts more than other sources and 63% believe in it about the same (ibid.). This is
important to be contrasted with the latest Gallup study which found that 69 % of
Americans do not very much or not at all trust mass media, the highest figure since the
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study has been started in 1972 (Brenan, 2024). Having seen the way in which podcasts
were used in this presidential election, this might be a foretaste for worldwide
developments when the strategic appearances of candidates in podcasts becomes a
part of the campaign.

Another attempt to explain this voting behavior

Could there be another reason why young people tend to vote for conservative and
right-wing parties? One of the answers might be found in the following study: A 2022
study in Germany found that there is a connection between loneliness and
authoritarian views. 55% of the young people asked in the study report that they lack
sometimes or always company (Neu, et. al., 2023). The researchers also found that
loneliness is significantly positively related to conspiracy mentality, approval of political
violence and authoritarian attitudes. Indicators of conspiracy mentality include
agreement with the statement that the government is hiding important information from
the public or with the assertion that the government often knows about terrorist attacks
and allows them to happen. These beliefs are significantly more pronounced among
lonely than among non-lonely people (58% compared to 47% and 46% compared to
31%) (ibid.). Another German study showed that young people under the age of 30
were the age group mostly affected by loneliness, fear and depression during the
pandemic. However, this field lacks scientific studies as loneliness is predominantly
associated with an older generation (Thomas, 2022). Thereby, it is important to note
that the feeling of loneliness does not continuously grow with age but that differently
vulnerable phases in life exist. The groups which are affected the most are young
adults or the oldest among older people (Thomas, 2022). The non-representative
Youth Study in 2020 in Germany had more than 7000 participants, of which 35,2%
agreed with the statement: “| feel lonely” (Andresen, et al., 2020). A 2024 study by
Bertelsmann showed that 46% of the asked young people between the ages of 16 —
30 years are feeling lonely (Steinmayr, et. al., 2024). According, to this study, women
overall are lonelier than men, with 48% versus 43%. (ibid). 34% of Austrians in the age
group 15-24 said that they felt sometimes lonely, the highest within all the age groups
(Caritas & SORA, 2023). In comparison with the US, 24% of people aged 18-29
reported that they felt lonely, while the age group 30 — 44 years old reported being the
loneliest with 29% (Batanova, et. al. 2024). Across every age group, women and men
in the US are equally likely to be lonely (Ibid.) Reflecting on these results, loneliness
will most likely not be the main driver behind a voting decision of a member of Gen Z.
However, coupled with a targeted media strategy and the tendency to use the vote as
a sign of protest against centrist parties, loneliness might serve as one of many factors
to explain the phenomenon.
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Conclusion

2024 showed a shift in youth political alignments, not only in Austria and Germany but
also in the United States where Gen Z voters exhibited heightened polarization. This
transatlantic trend highlights a growing dissatisfaction with parties of the political
center, a susceptibility to targeted social media campaigns, and the impact of
unaddressed crises like mental health. The success of right-wing and anti-
establishment parties across Europe can also be seen in the U.S., where younger
voters are increasingly drawn to alternative or extreme viewpoints. This brief has
focused on voting behavior and identified critical drivers of this behavior such as social
media strategies and loneliness. Addressing these trends will require a concerted effort
across borders, fostering resilience in democratic systems through education, mental
health initiatives, and transparent political engagement. Policymakers must act now to
address these trends, ensuring that Gen Z, the voters of tomorrow, are equipped to
form their own opinion and to stand firm against the offers of right-wing parties.

What can be done about this trend?

The goal of these policy recommendations is to address the causes of youth political
polarization, to promote informed political engagement and to reduce the appeal of
extreme viewpoints.

1. Enhance Social Media Literacy Programs for Youth
School curricula need to include comprehensive media literacy programs at all
school levels, either within specially dedicated hours and with trained staff or
through the help of external workshops, e.g. offered by journalists. The focus of
these programs should be on fact-checking, identifying misinformation,
understanding algorithms and the usage of Atrtificial Intelligence.

2. Address Loneliness and Mental Health Challenges in Young People
Mental health initiatives at school, at university and during other training
opportunities need to inform about loneliness, especially in the physical world
and its impact on young people. Reaching young people via social media or
other online forums can also prove successful for targeted information.
Information campaigns should include facts about loneliness and mental health
but also information on helplines or other support structures specifically
designed for younger people.

3. Support Civic Engagement Programs for First-Time Voters
Ensure that first-time voters are well informed about the election process
through education programs at school or during extra-curricular activities but
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also through the usage of online platforms, which will help to better understand
the political process and the position of different parties.

Regulate Political Content Targeted at Youth on Social Media

Regulations on social media Platforms need to be improved to shield young
people from unfiltered political content. Therefore, it is important to require
political influencers to share their party affiliation. And that (political) dis- and
misinformation on social media is checked and labelled.
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