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Abstract

Political knowledge serves as an indicator in determining the patterns of youth political engagement
within democratic processes. The primary youth demographic in this study is among the students in
higher education institutions. This study examines how six key social environment components
particularly peers, family, social media, institutions, community, and non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) played the role as the sources of political knowledge. It also investigates how political knowledge
acquired from these different social contexts influences student decisions to engage in either conventional
such as voting, campaigning or unconventional such as unlawful protests political behaviours to
preserved political stability. Using a qualitative textual analysis approach, the study explores how these
social components shape student engagement and decision-making. The findings of this study reveal that
political knowledge not only promotes greater participation but also acts as a stabilizing force which
guiding student toward informed and constructive involvement. In contrast, a lack of political knowledge
is often associated with inconsistent or misunderstood behaviour that may undermine democratic
stability. This is particularly relevant as the Ministry of Youth and Sports (KBS), in collaboration with the
Ministry of Education (MOE), is currently reviewing and restructuring the Political Literacy Education
Program to strengthen civic education and political literacy among student in the post-Undii8
era.Support youth engagement in the post-Undi18 era.

Keywords: Political knowledge; Youth; the Malay students; Peers; Family; Social media; Institutions;

Community; Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs)

1. Introduction

Students in higher education institutions represent a segment of the youth population. The United
Nations defined youth as individuals aged 15 to 24 years old as a stage of transition from childhood
dependence to adulthood independence (United Nations, 1981). This age group involves students
enrolled in higher education institutions as of the students in Malaysia fall within the 18 to 24 age
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range. However, contemporary democracies are increasingly challenged by a decline in students’
participation in political activities for various reasons. In a survey of 7,201 student in University of
Cambridge, 44 percent claimed difficulty in identifying political parties or candidates that reflect
their beliefs (Foa et al., 2022). According to a 2022 report by the United Kingdom (UK) Parliament,
60 percent of youth aged 18 to 25 believe that politicians do not care about them. This sentiment
is likely linked to their lowest electoral participation among all age groups, with only 54 percent
voting in the 2019 general elections (Nawaz, 2023). Furthermore, a poll conducted in the United
States (US) highlights growing political cynicism among student in University of California aged
19 (Edwards-Levy &Janfaza, 2022) (Figure 1). In Malaysia’s historic 2018 general election, which
overturned the ruling coalition’s 60-year hold on power, youth voter turnout fell from 83 percent
in 2013 to 79 percent. This declining trend shows that young Malaysians are becoming increasingly
dissatisfied with representative institutions or simply disinterested due to limited political
knowledge and awareness (Mohamad et al., 2018). Considering this, on 16 July 2019, the Malaysian
House of Representatives passed a bill to lower the voting age from 21 to 18 years old, granting
youth the right to vote and stand as candidates in elections (Tuah, 2019). This was a major step
forward in Malaysia’s democratization process, with the 2022 general election welcoming an
additional 1.3 million voters aged between 18 and 21. As a result, the country’s total number of
registered voters increased by over 40 percent from 15.8 million to 21.1 million (Tuah, 2019).
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Figure 1. Political cynicism among US youth

However, despite the increase in the number of eligible voters, challenges remain in terms of
political literacy and informed participation. A survey by Ilham Centre reported that in-depth
interviews with Undii8 voters revealed nearly go percent were unaware of current political
developments (Asian News Network, 2024). Moreover, many youths acknowledged the significant
influence of peers and family members in shaping their political knowledge, while others reported
relying primarily on social media as their main source of political information. A recent survey by
the Institute of Strategic and International Studies (ISIS) Malaysia further revealed that only 40
percent of young voters possess sufficient knowledge about Malaysia’s voting system, while just 42
percent understand the roles and platforms of different political parties (Hui, 2022). Similarly, a
study conducted among student of Universiti Tunku Abdul Rahman’s Tun Tan Cheng Lock Center
for Social and Policy Studies found that they depend heavily on family and friends for political
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information, indicating a lack of independent political thinking. Notably, 63 percent of the student
expressed a desire for educational institutions, particularly universities, to better equip them with
voting-related knowledge, highlighting a significant gap in accessible, trustworthy civic education
(Hui, 2022). These findings underscore that the social environment comprising peers, family,
institutions, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), community, and social media continues to
shape students’ political knowledge and awareness (Riccardo et al., 2024).

According to past research by Samsi et al. (2023), the components of the social environment
function as key agents in developing political knowledge by offering exposure, reinforcement, and
motivation particularly among Malaysian higher education students in Klang Valley. These
components play a critical role in informing young individuals about political systems, actors, and
civic responsibilities. A study by Riccardo et al. (2024) identifies four primary factors social norms,
social support, socialization, and the physical environment that together shape how youth acquire
political knowledge, form opinions, and evaluate political issues. For instance, peers influence
political knowledge through discussions, shared content, and informal learning networks, while
the Malaysian Youth Index (IYERS, 2015) indicates that many youths align their understanding of
politics with peer expectations and dominant social narratives. Similarly, families contribute to
political socialization by transmitting values, opinions, and attitudes; however, a study by Mamat
et al. (2022) found that while family interactions are frequent, political discussions remain
relatively rare, limiting the depth of political knowledge passed down across generations. Non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) like the Bersih movement serve as civic education platforms,
offering youth exposure to democratic norms and electoral issues through events such as
roundtable forums (Ghani, 2023). Community-level initiatives and institutional settings
particularly educational institutions also shape political knowledge by introducing structured
content and opportunities for civic participation. Finally, social media stands out as a dominant,
though uneven, source of political information for Malaysian youth, particularly during major
events like the 13th General Election (GE13), where high turnout (84.8 percent) was closely linked
to digital mobilization (Allam et al.,, 2015). These six components function as interconnected
channels through which youth acquire, interpret, and internalize political knowledge, ultimately
influencing their capacity to engage meaningfully in democratic processes.

Despite existing evidence showing that various social environment components influence
youth political knowledge, there remains a lack of integrated understanding of how these factors
interact to shape political understanding, particularly in the Malaysian context. While historical,
qualitative, and quantitative studies have highlighted the influence of these components
individually, the complex interplay between them remains underexplored. This study contributed
to educational research by examining how civic education and learning environments influence
students’ political literacy and engagement. It adopts a qualitative approach, specifically through
textual analysis, to examine how key social environment factors such as peers, family, community,
NGOs, institutions, and social media collectively shape civic learning and political knowledge
among Malaysian higher education students.

2. Literature Review

“The future belongs to our youth. As some of us near the end of our political careers, younger people
must take over. They must seek and cherish the most basic condition for peace namely unity in our
diversity, and find lasting ways to that goal.”

As mentioned by the first President of South Africa, Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela, the role of youth
is important to ensure the continuity of democracy and political stability of a country. He
emphasized that youth of today are the leaders of the future and their contribution in preserving
national unity within a diverse society is important to ensure support for political stability and
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national integration (UN4Youth, 2013). Therefore, to maintain political stability among a plural
society, youth must be allowed to be involved in the electoral process (Husin, 2020). This is because
many studies show that most youths are less interested in voting and consider it a matter for the
older generation. In the context of this study, the term youth primarily refer to students in higher
education institutions, particularly those at the university level who represent a significant and
educated segment of the young population. Their experiences within academic environments
provide an essential platform for civic learning and the development of political literacy. Given
that youth play a key role in strengthening the sustainability of democratic values in maintaining
political stability and national integration, this study identified six components of the social
environment peers, family, community, NGOs, institutions, and social media that could influence
youth political knowledge in relation to the electoral process. All these components will form the
main objectives of this study, which is to investigate their effect on youth political knowledge.

2.1 Social environment components as a source of youth political knowledge
2.1.1 Peers

Peers tend to have a strong influence since they share similar characteristics such as age,
experiences, and social environments. In the context of youth and political knowledge, peers refer
to friends or acquaintances who can influence each other’s behaviours, attitudes, and opinions,
particularly in relation to understanding and engaging with political issues (Samsi et al., 2013).
Peers shape youth political knowledge through elements such as group political discussion, peer
pressure, and during identity development (Zainurin et al., 2024). A study on Swedish students
found political discussions among youths are more likely to reduce political prejudice when their
friends hold low-prejudice views, whereas such discussions have little or no impact in high-
prejudice peer groups (B = 0.25, SE = 0.06) (Bohman et al., 2019). During early youth, peer pressure
is especially influential, as individuals seek to form their identities and gain acceptance within their
social groups. This dynamic played a critical role in youth political awareness in Yemen,
particularly during efforts to challenge the regime of President Ali Abdullah Saleh. A notable
example is the “Friday of Dignity” protest, where youth mobilized mass (Al-Jeddawy, 2022).
According to a survey by the Yemen Polling Center, 77 percent of youth activists reported being
politically active before 201, with the majority participating within formal political parties (Toska,
2019). However, despite their early momentum, youth-led engagement in Yemen was often
fragmented due to a lack of unity, peer pressure, and diverging allegiances with some youth
aligning with the Houthi movement, which focused on recruiting and indoctrinating youth into
armed forces, and others supporting the Islah movement, which sought to address youth
unemployment and economic recovery (Al-Jeddawy, 2022).

Globally, many youths report experiencing peer pressure, which plays a significant role in
shaping their perspectives during adolescence and early adulthood, as presented in Figure 2
(Buxton, 2025). A study found that while peer discussions introduce Malaysian youth to political
issues, only 22.8 percent of respondents reported that peers directly shaped their political
knowledge. Instead, 44.7 percent attributed their understanding to personal interest, while 29.9
percent cited family influence (Samsi, 2013). This suggests that while peers contribute to political
identity development, they are not the dominant factor in shaping political knowledge. Rather,
peers serve as reinforcers of pre-existing beliefs, supporting youth in strengthening their political
awareness rather than altering their ideological stance. Peer influence, while present, is not the
primary driver of political understanding. The study found that youth tend to make voting
decisions based on peer influence, with a moderate level of influence (Akmal et al., 2015).
Conversely, engaging in political discussions with online acquaintances showed a lower level of
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influence. This suggests that while peers contribute to political discussions, they are not the most
decisive factor influencing actions such as voting, but they do play a supplementary role in
reinforcing political knowledge among youth.

4% 5%

91%

Yes mNo m®mI donot know

Figure 2. Have You Ever Experienced Any Kind of Peer Pressure?
2.1.2 Family

Family has been considered a major determinant of students’ political knowledge, as young people
often require familial support to engage with and understand politics. Negative experiences within
the family can contribute to polarized views and growing distrust towards political institutions.
Many students who engaged in family political discussions, particularly on issues of corruption,
cronyism, and nepotism, developed a critical stance toward corrupt political leaders. While
families provide a foundational platform for political discourse, these discussions frequently
expose students to a variety of perspectives, enabling them to critically evaluate leadership
effectiveness (Syazwani et al., 2012). This process led many students in higher education to form
negative opinions regarding Prime Minister Najib Razak’s administration, particularly in relation
to corruption handling, favouritism, and price control measures. In addition, family debates on
issues like graduate unemployability have been observed. A previous study found that 60 percent
of students frequently discussed job opportunities with their families, as many faced difficulties
securing employment despite holding higher education qualifications such as a bachelor’s degree
(Ismayuddin et al., 2022). Students from low-income households also gained political knowledge
shaped by economic concerns, often aligning themselves with political parties or leaders who
advocated for economic equality. These students were more likely to depend on government
education assistance, such as the National Higher Education Fund Corporation (PTPTN) loan
(Besar, 2018). The legacy of state-driven development and support, particularly through initiatives
like BR1IM (Bantuan Rakyat 1iMalaysia), also played a role in enhancing political awareness among
students from economically vulnerable backgrounds.

This familial political socialisation contributes to the development of political interest during
adolescence and peaks in adulthood (Hart et al., 2010). As students become more engaged in
political matters, they increasingly participate in discussions with their parents, who serve as a
vital source of guidance within a safe and trusted environment (Kiousis et al., 2005). In many
cultures, including Malaysia, political knowledge is passed down more frequently through
conventional civic participation such as voting and involvement in community events than
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through public protests or civil disobedience. A study on university students in Penang showed
that many avoided participating in protests due to parental disapproval. Some parents advised
their children to refrain from political demonstrations and to wait until they had more time or
opportunity to engage safely (Van Gils et al., 2025). Similarly, research conducted during the 2019
U.S. presidential election revealed that a clear majority of parents with teenagers passed on their
political loyalties, indicating the strong role of parental influence in shaping political knowledge
as presented in Figure 3 (Beshay, 2025).

Republican / Lean Republican

T6%  78%  80% 82%  §4%  86%  88%  90%

Figure 3. Parent-Youth Political Alignment by Party Affiliation
2.1.3 Community

Community is a broad group of people who live in the same area or share common interests, values,
or identity. Community attachment among early youth is often fostered through peer interactions
and participation in extracurricular activities, which offer a first sense of collective identity. While
university youths develop these attachments through campus-based organizations, student
unions, or volunteer programs, non-university youth often build similar connections through
community centers or workplace networks (Wray-Lake, 2019). As a key socialization agent, the
community introduces young individuals to political norms, encourages civic responsibility, and
influences attitudes toward acquiring political knowledge, especially through cultural, religious,
or ethnic associations that are prominent in Malaysia’s diverse society (Samsi, 2023). For example,
efforts by Kuala Lumpur City Hall (DBKL) to encourage youth from common residents to foster
political unity through sports activities reflect how local-level engagement can strengthen
community bonds and promote social cohesion, especially prior to the 15™ general elections
(Samsudin, 2023). In the U.S., it has been shown that when youths are given structured
opportunities to develop political knowledge whether through community-based action civics
such as Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) they are more likely to engage meaningfully
in democratic processes. For instance, youth preregistration was associated with a 2 percent
increase in turnout (Wray-Lake, 2019). In Malaysia, the consistent electoral victory of PAS (Parti
Islam Se-Malaysia) in Kelantan can be attributed to multi-level community engagement. Programs
such as Generasi Sejahtera Kelantan (Gentera) are rooted in PAS’s ideological foundation,
particularly the Membangun Bersama Islam (MBI) philosophy, which embeds values like
Ubudiyyah (servitude to God), Mas’uliyyah (accountability), and Itqgan (excellence) (Karim, 2023).
These initiatives are not only delivered through formal institutions but are also deeply integrated
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within the community setting, where youth acquire ideological, moral, and civic knowledge as part
of their everyday social environment. By establishing community-based initiatives such as the
DUN Belia Kelantan, the state effectively provides youth with real-life exposure to political
knowledge and leadership pathways within their local communities (Karim, 2023). The success of
these community-embedded strategies is reflected in PAS’s electoral victory in the 15" general
elections by securing 43 out of 45 seats (Chin, 2022). This outcome underscores how consistent,
value-driven youth engagement at the community level can lead to sustained political awareness
and knowledge that supports long-term political loyalty.

Community-based initiatives and grassroots engagement play a crucial role in nurturing
political knowledge among youth. As highlighted by Kelab Belia Prihatin Malaysia, active
involvement in community programmes provides an informal yet impactful form of political
education. This enables youth to understand the needs of their local environment and the
mechanisms of governance that address them (Bernama, 2022). These programmes serve as entry
points for youth to interact with political structures and foster a sense of civic responsibility.
Opportunities such as participation in district council offices, local authority training schemes,
and community grant programmes not only enhance political awareness but also validate the role
of youth in shaping local governance. However, ensuring inclusivity and accessibility is vital
initiatives should reach young people across urban and rural regions alike, from towns like Ipoh
and Titiwangsa to remote areas such as Gua Musang and Baling. In this way, political learning
becomes equitable and widespread. Supporting this view, Dewan Muda Malaysia member
33alits33zed that political involvement extends beyond party affiliation; it encompasses all efforts
aimed at fostering voter maturity and political literacy (Bernama, 2022). The endorsement by
former Prime Minister Ismail Sabri Yaakob further underscores the significance of youth
engagement, particularly with the implementation of Undi 18, which necessitates a deeper
understanding of Malaysia’s parliamentary democracy among young voters. Altogether, these
community-rooted efforts represent an important channel for building informed, responsible, and
participative future citizens.

2.1.4 Non-governmental organisations (NGO)

In the early stages of their emergence in the 20" century, non-governmental organisations (NGOs)
or more formally referred to as Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) primarily focused on providing
welfare and social services. NGOs are typically defined by four primary characteristics namely they
are voluntary, non-partisan, non-profit, and not involved in criminal activities. But throughout
time, these organizations’ roles have grown considerably, especially in fields like politics,
democracy, governance, and human rights that are connected to governmental policy.

According to Willetts (2002), NGOs are broadly classified into two main categories known
as operational NGOs and campaigning NGOs. Operational NGOs focus primarily on implementing
development projects for underserved groups such as the poor, people with disabilities, the elderly,
and the oppressed. In contrast, campaigning NGOs primarily aim to influence a country’s
policymaking process. NGOs play a significant role in sectors where government services are
limited or insufficient. They are often described as the third actor that supports the state in solving
national issues and immediately responding to diverse social needs, such as poverty and
unemployment, in the sake of societal welfare (Mansor, 2014). The President of the Rockefeller
Brothers Fund described NGOs as a “force for good” in his speech titled “The Role of NGOs in
Modern Societies and an Increasingly Interdependent World.” The role of NGOs can be divided
into three key domains, firstly, NGOs provide opportunities for communities to establish
organisations that reflect the diversity of society and promote social values and civic goals across
areas such as the environment, health, poverty eradication, culture, and literature. Secondly, NGOs
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fill an essential gap between the profit-driven private sector and governments that often face
limitations in reach and capacity. Thirdly, public perception of NGOs is largely shaped by the
media, which plays an important role in conveying their ideology, positions, core functions, and
influence (Mansor, 2014).

These three domains emphasize the primary role of NGOs as catalysts for development rather
than merely critics. They offer beneficial suggestions to improve current policies and processes.
NGOs have emerged as powerful agents of change, particularly in developing countries where
formal democratic institutions often fail to represent or include marginalised populations. In India,
the erosion of representative institutions since the 1970s has led NGOs to organise and empower
neglected groups such as the dalits (scheduled caste), tribal communities, Other Backward Castes
(OBCs), and the rural poor. These NGOs contribute to democratic deepening by advocating for
social justice, legal reforms, and access to public services (Sethi, 1993). Similarly, in Brazil, NGOs
play an essential role in mobilising the urban poor and rural landless through initiatives like the
Landless Workers’ Movement (MST), while also introducing innovative participatory governance
models such as participatory budgeting. In Chile, NGOs were involved during the Pinochet
dictatorship, defending human rights and supporting victims of state violence. Following the
democratic transition, they continued to contribute to national reconciliation and institutional
reform. In the Philippines, NGOs were central to the People Power Revolution that ended
authoritarian rule, and they continue to strengthen democratic processes through voter education,
legal reform, and electoral monitoring (Clarke, 1998). Across these countries, NGOs not only fill
gaps left by weak or exclusive state structures but also seek to transform them by promoting
inclusion, transparency, and accountability. Their actions are inherently political, grounded in
ideologies of social justice and participatory democracy, and reflect a broader shift in civil society
engagement that challenges the limitations of formal democratic institutions.

Many NGOs possess contextual understanding, policy expertise, and practical experience,
which they leverage to educate and engage youth on issues related to governance, human rights,
civic responsibility, and democratic values (Abiddin et al., 2022). Through programmes such as
Khidmat Komuniti MADANI and initiatives under Friends of Unity (Rakan Perpaduan), NGOs have
involved youth in hands-on community service, thereby fostering awareness of democratic
responsibilities and national development agendas. These activities function not only as platforms
for community service but also as instruments of political socialisation, exposing youth to real-
world governance challenges, including inequality, social welfare, and national unity. This
emphasis on civic values aligns with findings by Noh et al. (2015), who emphasize that values such
as integrity, responsibility, and service can be institutionalized through work ethics to strengthen
organizational accountability and societal contribution. Moreover, NGOs frequently organise
forums, dialogues, workshops, and town hall sessions where young participants can interact
directly with policymakers or gain insights into how policies are formulated and implemented. For
instance, the Program Setahun Bersama Kerajaan, which featured dialogue sessions with national
leaders, created opportunities for youth to raise questions and contribute ideas, thus enhancing
their political literacy. Additionally, NGOs utilise digital platforms to disseminate educational
content on political rights, voter registration, the roles of public institutions, and constitutional
matters particularly targeting youth in universities and underserved areas (Liaw, 2024).
Furthermore. The Selangor State Government, through the Standing Committee on Youth
Development, consistently encourages youth participation in state government programmes,
particularly those organised by Penggerak Belia Selangor (PeBS). For the year 2024, the following
are the types of programmes that are currently being implemented and will continue to be carried
out by PeBS to promoting youth political knowledge, as showed in Table 1 (Mahyuddin, 2024).
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Table 1. Types of programmes implemented by PeBS

strengthen teamwork and strategic planning.

|Programme ”Brief Description

1. ||Appointment of Penggerak Belia||Selection and formal appointment of youth
Selangor (PeBS) leaders under the PeBS initiative.

2. ||PeBS Retreat Leadership retreat for PeBS members to

Townhall with the Chief Minister of||Dialogue session between youth and the Chief]

Selangor Minister to share ideas and concerns.

4. ||Basic Rescue Course with Selangor|[Emergency and basic rescue training in
Fire & Rescue Department collaboration with the Fire and Rescue Dept.

5. |[Programme and Media||Skills training on how to plan programmes and
Management Course manage media and publicity.

6. |Mini Entrepreneur and Sports||Combines sports activities and entrepreneurship
Carnival exposure for youth.

7. |[Nationhood Programme Activities to  instil  patriotism, civic
responsibility, and understanding of]
governance.

Selangor MADANI Youth Tour Statewide youth outreach to promote unity,

7

engagement, and government initiatives.

Since NGOs, like political parties, government bodies, the media, and certain figures can influence
policymaking, some NGOs may have divergent or conflicting goals of struggle and values.
Confrontational relations between NGOs and the government frequently occur when there are
disagreements or conflicts of opinion on an issue for which NGOs advocate, such as some human
rights and environmental issues (Abiddin et al., 2022). For instance, records from the Registrar of
Societies (ROS) in Malaysia in 2016 revealed that there were approximately 50,000 registered
NGOs. However, nearly 20 of them were found to have received foreign funding for purposes not
stated in their organisational constitutions (Kumar, 2016). A notable example is Bersih, which was
registered as an advertising company but was allegedly involved in activities detrimental to
parliamentary democracy by using funds received from the Open Society Foundation (OSF)
(Bernama, 2016).

2.1.5 Institutions

The institutions play a primary role in encouraging and supporting youth to engage in political
participation during elections. Institutions could create awareness of positive behaviours among
youth, such as political institutions, educational institutions, and social institutions. According to
Dawson and Prewitt (1969), from early childhood to late adolescence is the largest part of an
individual to be exposed to and learn certain skills and values. Nevertheless, schools are seen as
key agents in providing formal guidance on basic matters such as cultural norms, various ritual
activities and the importance of community involvement. A recent survey by Merdeka Centre
revealed that two-thirds of Malaysian youth express no interest in politics, underscoring a
significant gap in political awareness and engagement. Academics argue that this apathy could be
addressed through institutional reform in the education system, particularly by introducing
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political studies as a formal subject in school (Ibrahim et al., 2023). As they are now eligible to vote
at a young age, the Ministry of Youth and Sports, in collaboration with the Ministry of Education
and the Election Commission, focused on enhancing political knowledge in early education. This
includes integrating elements of national identity into the curriculum and bridging the
educational gap between urban and rural students. It also entails the assimilation of nationalism
into history at the upper secondary level. Indeed, the formulation of the National Education Policy,
which forges ethnic unity through the introduction of compulsory university courses such as the
Ethnic Relations course, Nationhood, Civic Education, and Asian Civilization (Husin et al., 2025),
remains an important way of equipping youth to be active and engaged citizens. In line with recent
changes introduced by the Ministry of Higher Education, new courses such as Philosophy and
Contemporary Issues, Appreciation of Ethics and Civilization, and Integrity and Anti-Corruption
have been integrated into the curriculum to further strengthen youth political awareness and
ethical values (Hon et al., 2024). The current educational curricula should include a special subject
that focuses on politics to encourage students to learn about political concepts such as democracy,
policies, decision-making, critical thinking, and the political system to increase their social
awareness of youth

Political institutions also play an important role in shaping youth political knowledge, both
through their practices and the levels of trust they generate among youths. Fundamentally,
political knowledge develops not only from formal education but also from observations of
institutional behaviour. According to Zmerli (2014), political trust is a key mediator in this process;
it reflects youth perceptions of whether political institutions operate credibly, fairly, competently,
and transparently. Political institutions are seen as trustworthy foster greater engagement with
political content and discourse, thereby enhancing political learning among youth. Conversely,
institutions which are perceived as corrupt, opaque, or unresponsive caused youth to fuel
disinterest, scepticism, or even rejection of political learning altogether. While young people not
interact with politicians or bureaucrats directly, they observe the impact of institutional decisions
in their daily lives such as inflation, employment policies, or access to education (Popkin, 1991).
These lived experiences inform their interpretations of how governance works, what government
stands for, and whether political engagement is meaningful or futile. Intergenerational
transmission of political values and trust (Inglehart, 1997; Putnam, 2000) also affects how
institutions are viewed, further influencing whether youth seek out political information or
develop political efficacy. However, the relationship between institutions and youth political
engagement is not unidirectional. Previous studies show mixed findings: in some contexts, low
institutional trust drives youth toward unconventional participation, such as protests or digital
activism (Hooghe & Marien, 2013; Kaase, 1999). In others, higher trust in institutions encourages
participation in issue-based advocacy or civic volunteering (Dalton, 2004). This suggests that
institutions can either enable or hinder political learning depending on how youth interpret their
legitimacy and responsiveness. Recent findings from the OECD Survey on Drivers of Trust in
Public Institutions (2024) further support this view, showing that trust in government tends to be
lower among those who feel financially insecure, have lower educational attainment, are women,
young people, or those who belong to groups experiencing discrimination as mentioned in Figure4.
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Believe their government uses the

best available evidence when making _

decisions

Confident that their government
balances the interests of current and
future generations

Trust their national government

35% 36% 37% 38% 39% 40% 41% 42%

Figure 4. OECD Survey on Drivers of Trust in Public Institution
2.1.6 Social media

In this digital age, social media serves as a powerful platform for youth to access, understand, and
engage with political information. Platforms such as Facebook, Twitter (now X), and Instagram
have become critical tools for political communication as showed in Figure 5 (Tang et al., 2013).
The networking capabilities of these platforms enable young people to share personal political
experiences such as signing petitions, voting in elections and to create interconnected political
communities (Matthes, 2022). In Malaysia, the shift began in the late 1990s, when online tools were
first used during the 1999 general election and gained further traction in 2004 through platforms
like Blogspot. By the 2008 general election, blogs such as Free Anwar Campaign, Riches of Mahathir
Clan, FreeMalaysia, and Malaysiakini became alternative sources of political information,
countering the pro-government slant of mainstream media (Basori et al., 2020). These online
channels provided critical insights into corruption and governance challenges, which raised
political awareness among youth and contributed to the political shift seen in the 12th General
Election, where the ruling coalition lost its two-thirds majority in Parliament (Basori et al., 2020).

Most Popular Social Media Platfrom Among
Malaysian Youth
X (Twitter)

426
YouTube
s8°o
e Instagram
34a°%o
Facebook
27%%

Figure 5. Most Popular Social Media Platforms among Malaysian Youth
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Youth today continue to expand their political knowledge by following politicians’ social media
accounts for real-time updates and direct communication. Politicians have adapted to this trend
by engaging more responsively with their followers, often aligning their messaging with the
public’s concerns (Halpern et al., 2017). For example, during the 2015 United Kingdom general
election, youth were exposed to political issues such as voting rights through trending hashtags
like #VotesAt16, following the UK Youth Parliament’s campaign even though their demand was
ultimately rejected (UK Youth Parliament, 2015). Similarly, in the U.S., figures such as Barack
Obama effectively used Twitter and other platforms to connect with voters, a strategy widely
credited with boosting his electoral success (Salman et al., 2018). In Malaysia, the 14th General
Election highlighted the strategic weaknesses of National Front (BN) in utilising social media
effectively. Following their defeat, BN improved its digital campaigning strategy in subsequent
state elections such as in Johor, equipping each candidate with a dedicated media team. While this
approach modernised campaign outreach, the contribution of young voters remained minimal
below 5 percent of the 54.92 percent voter turnout (Pandian, 2022). Nevertheless, BN managed to
secure cross-ethnic support, demonstrating that social media can disseminate political messaging
across diverse demographic groups without inciting ethnic tension (Besar et al., 2022). Ultimately,
social media has evolved into an indispensable tool for political education, enabling youth to access
diverse perspectives, evaluate political narratives, and deepen their understanding of national and
global issues.

3. Methodology

Qualitative research is a type of investigation that focuses on understanding phenomena through
in-depth textual analysis and narrative data (Tenny et al., 2022). Textual analysis is a technique
used to quantify qualitative variables by analysing textual data from various sources. The selection
of these textual sources was guided by the relevance to topic on political knowledge among student
in higher education and civic education in Malaysia. Specifically, this study retrieved academic
sources across multiple databases, including Web of Science (WoS), Scopus, SpringerLink,
Emerald Insight, and Google Scholar to ensure comprehensive coverage of publications. Besides
that, online news articles, institutional reports and policy on civic education in Malaysia were
analyse based to ensure diverse perspectives. Secondary data from previous studies, surveys, and
official reports were also incorporated to validate and enrich the analysis. Integrating textual
analysis with secondary data enabled cross-verification of findings, identification of key trends,
and a deeper understanding of how peers, family, community, NGOs, institutions, and social
media collectively shape students’ political knowledge within the Malaysian higher education
context.

4. Results and Findings

The findings of this study reveal that each social environment—particularly peers, family,
community, NGOs, institutions, and social media—exerts its own unique influence on youth
political knowledge. These environments function through different mechanisms: some by
shaping political values and identity early in life, others by providing access to information, social
reinforcement, or opportunities for learning (Dhiman, 2023). Each of these social components
differs in function, proximity, and communication styles, and they naturally influence political
knowledge in different intensities, directions, and contexts. This diversity explains why their
impact is not uniform but complementary.
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4.1 Social environments components’ approaches in disseminating political knowledge
4.1.1 Peers

Peer influence can cultivate political knowledge, complementing other formal agents of political
socialisation such as education at school and tertiary levels (Ma'dan et al., 2023) by enhancing
political literacy skills and understanding of the national political system. Youths tend to be more
confident in asking questions, sharing opinions, and comprehending political issues in an informal
environment such as casual peer political discussions at eateries or conversations with friends
during volunteer activities or extracurricular university programmes (Berita Harian, 2025). In fact,
some youth learn better in informal environments because these settings do not rely on rigid or
didactic approaches. Instead, youth’s knowledge can be facilitated by more knowledgeable peers,
who act as influential social actors and help to create a flexible environment that allow youth feel
more comfortable to engage with complex issues, especially politics (Johnson et al., 2022).
Political knowledge can emerge through interaction, as the process of gaining knowledge often
becomes visible only when youth engage in dialogue and reflect on shared political experiences
(Johnson et al., 2022). In this context, discussions among peers regarding BN victory in the GE12
not only had a significant influence on satisfaction with the election results (B = 0.15), but also
reflected a positive political socialisation process among youths and their peers (Rahim, 2012). Such
political discussions enable youths to exchange views, understand the dynamics of elections and
evaluate political information more critically. This process not only strengthens political
knowledge but also fosters political maturity, contributing to the rational acceptance of election
results without extreme reactions, such as rebellion or rejection of the democratic system. This is
crucial because the outcome of the GE12 had the potential to trigger unrest among voters due to
the dramatic shift in political support, with BN losing its two-thirds majority and five states falling
into the hands of the opposition for the first time since 1969. This situation created a tense political
atmosphere, and without adequate political knowledge and maturity, it could have led to
confrontations between supporters of opposing parties, particularly in Malaysia’s multiracial
context. Through peer political discussion, youth ask questions and share political opinions and
information. This peer-to-peer method has become a primary way for youth to access political
information in a more comfortable and informal manner, and thus strengthen their political
knowledge through social interaction (Abdullah et al., 2021).

4.12 Family environment

One of the most significant ways in which family contributes to political knowledge is through
direct communication about political affairs. Parents who actively engage in discussions on current
events, electoral processes, political ideologies and governmental policies provide their youth with
essential insights that foster early political awareness and cognitive engagement (Verba et al.,
1995). These family-based political conversations serve as informal learning platforms in which
youth are exposed to key political concepts, the functioning of institutions like Parliament or the
Election Commission, and the civic duties of citizens in a democratic system. According to Dinas
(2013), such discussions significantly increase the likelihood that youth will develop informed
political perspectives, empowering them to critically evaluate political content and distinguish
between credible and misleading information. In the Malaysian context, some families reportedly
held discussions at home about party manifestos, coalition dynamics, and leadership credibility
during the lead-up to the GE1s5. A youth respondent interviewed by Sinar Harian mentioned that
his parents encouraged him to follow debates on television and discuss the implications of
different political decisions on issues like the economy and education (Bernama, 2023). This form
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of intergenerational dialogue not only enhanced his political awareness, but also strengthened his
understanding of electoral mechanisms and political accountability, key elements of political
knowledge.

Empirical findings support the significant role of parental influence in shaping youth political
knowledge through various forms of engagement and communication. Levinsen (2015) found that
26.5 percent of fathers and 22 percent of mothers actively participated in political activities with
their youth, indicating that fathers slightly lead in transmitting formal political knowledge.
However, mothers surpassed fathers in civic engagement, with 38.1 percent of mothers as
compared to 33.5 percent of fathers, suggesting a stronger maternal role in instilling values-based
political understanding. This pattern of political engagement can be better understood through
Grechyna’s (2022) findings, which indicated that having children tends to reduce a mother’s formal
political engagement however, the effect is temporary. In contrast, father’s political engagement
remains relatively stable. As such, the maternal roles associated with early motherhood led
mothers to engage less in formal political activities but become more involved in civic matters and
everyday discussions, which are more accessible within their parenting roles. However, Mamat
(2022) found that most parents in Malaysia were not actively involved in politics, with only 101
mothers (22.9 percent) and 151 fathers (34.2 percent) of youth being categorised as active or very
active in political activities. These figures are relatively small when as compared to the number of
parents who are inactive or very inactive, which includes 340 mothers (77.1 percent) and 290
fathers (65.8 percent.) Nonetheless, the majority of parents still encourage their youth to take an
interest in national politics, with only 152 respondents, 34.5 percent, stating that their parents had
never encouraged them to learn about political matters. Similarly, when it comes to explaining the
electoral process, more than half, 71.9 percent, of youth reported that their parents had explained
the Malaysian election process to them, even though overall parental political involvement
remains relatively low.

4.1.3 Community development

Community development enhancing political knowledge among youth by providing meaningful
platforms for civic engagement, democratic learning, and social participation. It is fundamentally
about building the capacity of individuals and communities to identify, understand, and address
the socio-political issues that affect their lives. According to Fendley and Christenson (2009), the
primary goal of community development is to help local populations improve their social and
economic circumstances. Similarly, Haines (2009) emphasizes that community development is
both a process where communities learn to act collectively and a result which includes improved
physical, social, and economic outcomes. These dimensions are essential in shaping young people's
understanding of political systems, decision-making structures, and civic responsibility.

In the Malaysian context, community development is influenced by a combination of location,
cultural identity, societal needs, and historical socialisation patterns (Hamid, 2015). These factors
determine how political knowledge is disseminated and internalised by youth. Community
development often includes a variety of stakeholders including government bodies, NGOs, private
sectors, and the general public working collaboratively to design and implement localised
programmes and projects. For youth, participation in such initiatives introduces them to practical
aspects of governance, including resource management, public service delivery, and policy
negotiation. Whether through grassroots engagement, volunteering, or serving in local councils,
youth are given real-world exposure to political processes, roles, and responsibilities, which
complements formal education and nurtures a politically literate generation. A study involving
university students in Peninsular Malaysia further illustrates the impact of community
development on political awareness. The research found that young people from different ethnic
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background Malay, Chinese, Indian, and others held varied perceptions of Malaysia’s political
landscape in the era of “Malaysia Baharu” (New Malaysia). These perceptions are shaped by
differing experiences of socialisation, access to education, and cultural values. For example, while
more than half of all respondents acknowledged that political literacy had increased in society,
Malay youths expressed more scepticism regarding the implementation of justice, transparency,
and integrity in the current administration. In contrast, a larger proportion of Chinese and Indian
youths believed that democratic principles were better upheld, and that the government had made
strides in promoting clean governance and equitable policies (Ismail et al., 2019).

These divergent views reflect the complexity of Malaysia’s multicultural society but also highlight
the role of community-based development in shaping these attitudes. Importantly, the research
showed that even amidst differing opinions, young people across all ethnic groups recognised the
importance of democratic values and expressed interest in national issues. This is further
supported by data showing ethnic-based variations in perceptions of increasing political literacy.
As shown in the table 2 below, Malay youth perceive that political literacy has improved in the era
of Malaysia Baharu, compared to Chinese, Indian and youth from other ethnic backgrounds
(Ismail et al., 2019). This disparity in perceptions stem from differing experiences with governance,
media exposure, or community engagement, but it also illustrates how community development
initiatives can act as catalysts for political learning. As such initiatives are inclusive, culturally
sensitive, and responsive to local needs, they help build a shared sense of political awareness.
Through participation in community-based programmes whether addressing water shortages,
food insecurity, or public infrastructure youth are exposed to the challenges of governance and
policy implementation, which deepens their understanding of political systems. Moreover, by
engaging directly with the problems of their communities and working collaboratively to find
solutions, youth not only gain practical experience in civic leadership but also develop a deeper
appreciation of how politics functions at both the micro and macro levels. These experiences
enable them to form informed opinions, challenge political narratives, and exercise agency in
democratic spaces.

Table 2. Perception of Increasing Political Literacy

|Ethnic GroupHPerception of Increasing Political Literacy (%)|
|Malay ||52.5% |
|Chinese ||8.75% |
|Indian ||6.o% |
lOthers H3.25% |

4.1.4 NGO-led Civil Movements

The role of NGO-led civil movements in enhancing political knowledge among Malaysian youth is
evident through the cases of Hindu Rights Action Front (HINDRAF) and Bersih (Khoo, 2014).
HINDRAF emerged in 2007 as a coalition of Indian non-governmental organisations aiming to
defend the rights of the Hindu minority in Malaysia. It organised a large-scale protest against the
National Front (BN) government, particularly targeting the Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC) for
failing to address the community’s long-standing socio-economic and political grievances. This
mass mobilisation marked a pivotal moment in the political awakening of many Indian Malaysians,
especially the youth, who were exposed to the realities of structural inequality, state
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marginalisation, and the importance of collective action. At the same time, the Bersih movement
originally initiated by opposition parties and later transformed into a non-partisan coalition of
NGOs and civil society groups called for clean and fair elections through a series of high-profile
public demonstrations from 2007 to 2016. These protests attracted wide participation from youth
across ethnic and social backgrounds. Many young Malaysians, often engaging in civic activism for
the first time, were drawn to Bersih’s messaging on electoral integrity, democratic accountability,
and citizen rights. In doing so, both Hindraf and Bersih provided informal yet impactful platforms
for political education outside the traditional classroom, allowing youth to develop their political
knowledge through exposure to real issues, social action, and national discourse.

These observations are supported by the qualitative component of study which involved semi-
structured interviews with twenty Malaysian youths aged between 18 and 30 years old. The analysis
generated four key themes (Hed, 2025). First, a culture of fear was strongly present among youths,
many of whom associated political disengagement with fear of state surveillance, arrest, or legal
consequences. Second, there was clear disillusionment with electoral institutions, as participants
questioned the fairness and transparency of Malaysia’s electoral system, echoing national trends
of low voter engagement and party affiliation. Third, the high perceived cost of participation
emerged as a deterrent, with many viewings activism especially protests as personally risky.
However, in contrast to these trends, a fourth theme of motivated resistance and political
awakening emerged among a smaller group of youth who reported increased political involvement,
driven by personal experiences of injustice and empowerment through exposure to NGO-led civil
movements. These findings highlight the dual reality of youth political engagement in Malaysia:
while institutional barriers and fear suppress participation, NGO movements like Hindraf and
Bersih provide critical spaces for political socialisation, fostering awareness, critical thinking, and
a sense of agency among the country’s emerging generation. This is consistent with quantitative
survey data that show only modest increases in youth participation in activities such as voting,
attending campaign meetings, and public demonstrations. However, even with these slight
increases, fewer than 50 percent of young Malaysians reported engaging in conventional political
activities (Pandian, 2012) as shown in Table 3. Additionally, involvement in unconventional forms
of political participation such as boycotting, signing petitions, or demonstrating remains below 30
percent, suggesting a broader pattern of political disengagement that contradicts global trends
outlined by Norris (2002) and Dalton (2008) who argue that youth tend to favour such alternative
modes of engagement (Hed, 2025).

Table 3. Youth Political Activities Participation Rate

Indicator Participation Rate
Voting >53%
Attending campaign meetings <50%
Participating in demonstrations <50%
Party membership <12%
Involvement in boycotting <30%
Signing petitions <30%
Participating in public demonstrations (protests) | <30%
Use of violence in political expression <30%

4.1.5 Institutional Trust

Political knowledge among youth is shaped by the institutions that surround them. These
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structures not only inform youths about political systems but also influence how they perceive,
engage with, and participate in political life. Political institutions, such as government bodies,
parliaments, and electoral commissions, serve as a primary source of political knowledge through
their policies, public communication, and decision-making processes. Youths learn about politics
by observing how these institutions operate and respond to societal needs. As institutions are
transparent, fair, and competent, they foster political trust, which in turn motivates youth to
engage and learn more about political processes. Conversely, when institutions are perceived as
corrupt, unresponsive, or discriminatory, young people tend to become disillusioned, which can
lead to political apathy or disengagement. Data from the OECD Survey on Drivers of Trust in
Public Institutions (2024) supports this trend, indicating that trust in government is particularly
low among financially insecure individuals, those with lower levels of education, youth, women,
and members of marginalized groups also tend to have lower levels of political engagement and
knowledge.

Educational institutions, particularly universities, serve as structured environments for
fostering political literacy. Through courses in political science, civic education, and international
relations, students are introduced to the fundamental concepts of governance, political ideologies,
and global affairs (Zhao, 2024). These academic programs not only impart theoretical knowledge
but also cultivate critical thinking and analytical skills. Moreover, universities enhance learning
through extracurricular platforms such as student parliaments, debate clubs, political seminars,
guest lectures, and community outreach programs. These activities offer students experiential
opportunities to apply their political knowledge in practical settings, thus bridging the gap
between theory and practice. However, challenges persist: some students find political education
overly theoretical and disconnected from real-world issues, while others encounter ideological
homogenization that limits open political discourse. Universities must therefore ensure that
political education is relevant, inclusive, and engaging in order to meaningfully develop political
awareness. A study by Zan et al. (z015), involving 1,349 undergraduates from five research
universities in Malaysia, supports these concerns. The findings revealed that more than half of
youths demonstrated low levels of political knowledge, indicating limited understanding of the
country’s governance and administrative system as shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Levels of Youths Political Knowledge

|Levels of political knowledge ||Percentage (%)|

|Youths with low levels of political knowledge ||57% |

|Youths with moderate levels of political l<now1edge||64% |

Furthermore, higher education institution also serves as practical incubators for political
knowledge through campus-based political engagement. According to Besar et al. (2012), student
involvement in campus politics functions as a key platform for nurturing leadership talent and
personal character. Their findings align with broader national political trends, where many of
Malaysia's political figures were first exposed to political environments during their university
years. Students who actively participate in campus politics often express aspirations to extend their
political involvement beyond graduation. Furthermore, Taib et al (2012) identified internal campus
issues such as water shortages, poor internet connectivity, and high food prices as motivating
factors for student participation in campus elections (PRK). These issues not only deepen students’
understanding of governance and representation but also position the elected Student
Representative Council (MPP) as intermediaries between students and university administrations.
Serving as MPPs, students shoulder responsibilities that require negotiation, advocacy, and

43


http://www.richtmann.org/

E-ISSN 2240-0524 Journal of Educational and Social Research Vol 15 No 6
ISSN 2239-978X www.richtmann.org November 2025

problem-solving skills that mirror those required in national-level politics. Nevertheless, the
evidence suggests that higher education institutions contribute substantially to political
socialisation by providing both formal and informal spaces for political learning. In doing so, they
also help cultivate a generation that is more attuned to issues of inclusivity, representation, and
interethnic cooperation values that are increasingly important in navigating Malaysia’s diverse
political landscape (Husin et al., 2022).

4.1.6 Social media platforms

Social media has become a dominant force in shaping political knowledge, particularly among
youth who are highly engaged with digital platforms. Studies in Malaysia highlighted the evolution
of political information consumption, with traditional media such as television and newspapers
historically serving as primary sources of election-related knowledge (Rahim, 2010).

In his study, Rahim (2010) found that 86 percent of youth relied on television and 81 percent
on newspapers for political information, whereas the internet had yet to emerge as a principal
medium, with only 51 percent of youth using it frequently for election-related updates.
Furthermore, the study highlighted that trust in media varied among ethnic groups, with Malay
respondents exhibiting lower trust in newspapers (67 percent) as compared to other ethnic groups.
This skepticism extended to online sources, and credibility remained a concern, as only 42 percent
to 53 percent of youth trusted internet-based political information. However, over the past decade,
social media platforms have revolutionized political information dissemination by providing an
interactive, real-time environment for political learning (Hassim et al., 2020). The increasing
prevalence of Facebook and other SNSs in Malaysia has expanded youth exposure to political
discussions. Malaysians, on average, have 1.6 times more friends on Facebook than the global
average, making social media a key platform for political discourse (Boo, 2018). This phenomenon
has led to greater opportunities for youth to encounter political content, whether through news
links shared by peers and family or through algorithm-driven exposure to political issues (Hassim
et al.,, 2020). This widespread exposure to political content on social media plays a significant role
in enhancing youth’s political knowledge. Platforms like Facebook, X, and TikTok allow young
users to access real-time political updates, campaign messages, government policy changes, and
citizen commentary, all of which contribute to their understanding of the political landscape.

Unlike traditional media, social media enables a two-way interaction, that allows youth can
comment, share or discuss political content, thereby reinforcing their cognitive engagement and
political understanding. For instance, during Malaysian GE14 in 2018, many first-time voters turned
to Facebook and Twitter for news about party manifestos, corruption allegations and voting
procedures. Social media channels significantly mobilised youth-led movements like Undi8,
effectively informing and educating youth about their voting rights and national issues. The
increased accessibility and diversity of viewpoints enabled by these platforms contributed to more
informed decisions, and thus strengthening their political knowledge and awareness. Malaysian
university youths who often use Instagram and TikTok can access political content daily through
posts by influencers, news accounts, or even meme pages. The political content can range from
budget breakdowns to parliamentary debates, which have been summarized in a simplified format
(Boo, 2018). These small bits of information, referred to as known as micro-learning, though seem
incidental but accumulate into a broader understanding of governance, public policy, and national
development. Over time, this exposure leads the youths to recognize the significance of civic
participation, fostering both interest and informed engagement with politics.
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5. Conclusion

The inculcation of political knowledge among Malaysian youth is deeply influenced by their
surrounding social environments, which operate in both direct and subtle ways. Most notably,
educational institutions particularly higher education like universities serve as structured
platforms for civic education such as democratic values and political literacy can be systematically
developed. Within these settings, students gain early exposure to the political system and its
processes through formal curriculum content and co-curricular activities. This aligns with
Malaysia’s national education agenda, as outlined in the Pelan Pembangunan Pendidikan Malaysia
(PPPM) 2013-2025, which emphasizes civic responsibility, unity, and nation-building as key
educational outcomes. Youths in higher education are increasingly engaging in discussions about
national issues, especially when guided by informed peers, supported by family conversations, or
encouraged through institutional and community-based initiatives. Such experiences foster civic
competencies such as openness, inquiry, and critical evaluation skills that are essential for active
citizenship. Participation in forums, campus dialogues, and volunteer programs organized by
NGOs further enhances students’ understanding of political structures, voting rights, and public
accountability.

However, when interpreting sensitive political topics such as ethnic representation, party
loyalty, or institutional bias, students often rely on inherited perspectives from family and
community leaders, underscoring the need for formal civic education to cultivate independent and
critical political reasoning. Hence, to foster a more balanced and informed political understanding,
educational policy should prioritize civic education across school and university curricula,
integrating experiential learning approaches such as debates, service learning, and civic
engagement projects. These strategies would not only strengthen students’ political literacy but
also support national initiatives such as the Political Literacy Education Program currently being
reviewed by the Ministry of Youth and Sports (KBS) in collaboration with the Ministry of Education
(MOE). Embedding civic and political literacy within Malaysia’s education system would ensure
that students are not only informed voters but also reflective, responsible, and participatory
citizens who can contribute meaningfully to Malaysia’s democratic future.
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