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Abstract 

 
This research investigates the role of youth in shaping political dynamics in Guinea-Bissau, 
focusing on political patronage and youth engagement. Despite facing significant socio-
economic challenges, such as high unemployment and limited access to quality education, 
young people in Guinea-Bissau actively engage in non-violent activities like sporting 
events, cultural days in schools, and community clean-ups, often supported by political 
parties. These activities reflect a shift towards constructive political participation, 
contrasting with the more violent demonstrations seen in neighboring countries. The study 
employs qualitative methods, including semi-structured interviews and content analysis, to 
gather and analyze data from Bissau-Guinean youth engaged in politics. The theoretical 
framework combines political patronage theory, youth political involvement, and 
democratic engagement to analyze how youth influence political dynamics. Findings reveal 
that patronage systems play a significant role in mediating youth political involvement, often 
reinforcing existing power structures and limiting genuine political participation. To 
enhance youth political involvement, the research underscores the need for investment in 
education, raising political awareness, and ensuring transparency to reduce corruption and 
promote informed debates. Drawing on qualitative data from interviews and thematic 
analysis, the study provides a nuanced understanding of the unique historical, socio-
economic, and cultural contexts influencing youth political engagement in Guinea-Bissau. 
The findings offer valuable insights for policymakers, practitioners, and scholars, 
emphasizing the importance of inclusive and effective political processes to foster 
democratic governance and political stability in the region. This research aims to fill the 
gap in existing literature by providing a focused analysis of youth political engagement in 
Guinea-Bissau, contributing to the broader discourse on youth political participation in West 
Africa. 
 
Keywords: Youth Political Involvement, Political Patronage, Guinea-Bissau, Democratic 
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—————————— ◆ —————————— 

 

A. INTRODUCTION 

Guinea-Bissau, similar to many West African nations, has a significant youth 

population that encounters substantial challenges in securing adequate employment. 

This demographic reality poses both an opportunity and a challenge for the country's 

political landscape. The youth in Guinea-Bissau face challenges in engaging with the 

political landscape, as highlighted by the lack of tailored youth development policies 

and limited participation opportunities (Gregory, 2023). The country's history of 

military influence in governance continues to hinder democratic progress, with the 

armed forces exerting significant power over political decisions (Muratori, 2023). This 

power dynamic poses a threat to democratization efforts, as political actors and the 
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military often collaborate in subverting democratic processes. Additionally, the 

country's recent political turmoil, including coups and governance disputes, 

underscores the need for stable political structures to accommodate youth 

involvement (Oxford Analytica, 2023). To address these issues, policymakers must 

redefine youth participation in governance, ensuring their active involvement in 

shaping policies that affect their development and future prospects (Dooms & Pillay, 

2023).   

This research aims to understand the implications of youth involvement in 

politics in Guinea-Bissau and how it influences political dynamics. The historical 

context of Guinea-Bissau's political environment reveals a nation grappling with 

instability and governance challenges. Since gaining independence in 1973, the 

country has experienced numerous coups and political upheavals. The youth, who 

constitute a significant portion of the population, are often at the forefront of these 

movements, either as active participants or as a crucial demographic whose support 

is sought by various political factions. Understanding their role and influence in the 

political sphere is vital for comprehending the broader political dynamics at play.  

Youth involvement in politics in Guinea-Bissau is not a recent phenomenon. 

Historically, young people have been mobilized during critical periods, such as the 

struggle for independence and subsequent political transitions. Youth participation in 

politics is a crucial aspect of understanding political dynamics, as highlighted in 

various research papers. The youth are seen as active subjects in realizing political 

rights argues Filiptchuk (2023) with factors like social environment and mass media 

significantly influencing their political participation (Mohammad et al., 2023). Their 

participation has been both voluntary and coerced, shaped by socio-economic 

conditions, educational opportunities, and the prevailing political climate. This 

research delves into the various ways in which youth engage with political processes, 

from grassroots activism to formal political participation. In countries like China, the 

youth's engagement in political processes can shape societal changes, with 

organizations like the Communist Youth League responding to evolving political 

climates (Kumar, 2018). Additionally, in Brazil, youth involvement in social 

movements has shown the potential to bring about effective changes in societal 

structures (José et al., 2014). Globally, the role of youth in political activities has 

garnered attention, emphasizing the importance of studying their engagement in 

political processes (Saud, 2020). Understanding how young people engage with 

politics, from grassroots activism to formal participation, is essential for 

comprehending the broader political landscape and the impact of youth involvement 

on political dynamics.  

In addition, the socio-economic conditions in Guinea-Bissau significantly 

impact youth political engagement. High unemployment rates, limited access to 

quality education, and inadequate social services create a challenging environment for 

young people. These factors often drive youth towards political involvement as a 

means of seeking change and better opportunities. The research explores how these 

socio-economic realities influence youth perceptions of politics and their strategies for 
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engagement. Patronage systems play a pivotal role in mediating youth political 

involvement in Guinea-Bissau. Politicians often leverage patron-client relationships to 

secure support from the youth, offering jobs, scholarships, and other benefits in 

exchange for political loyalty. This dynamic can reinforce existing power structures 

and limit genuine political participation. The research on patronage systems in 

various contexts like Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Fiji, and 

Colombia highlights the intricate dynamics of patron-client relationships in 

politics (Jayasundara-Smits, 2022; Aspinall et al., 2022; Takasaki, 2022; Martínez 

Basallo et al., 2022). These systems often involve offering jobs, scholarships, and other 

benefits to secure political loyalty, particularly from the youth, thereby reinforcing 

existing power structures and potentially limiting genuine political participation. In 

Guinea-Bissau, leveraging patronage networks to engage the youth in politics can 

have significant implications for democratic governance, as seen in the case of Fiji 

where chiefly patronage distorted male secondary schooling and impacted female 

education differently (Takasaki, 2022). Understanding these complexities is crucial for 

comprehending the nuances of youth political involvement and its broader effects on 

the democratic process. By examining these patronage networks, the research sheds 

light on the complexities of youth political engagement and its implications for 

democratic governance. 

Despite the existing body of literature on youth political involvement in West 

Africa, there remains a significant gap in understanding the specific dynamics at play 

in Guinea-Bissau. Previous studies have often generalized findings across the region, 

overlooking the unique historical, socio-economic, and cultural contexts of individual 

countries. This research aims to fill this gap by providing a focused analysis of youth 

political engagement in Guinea-Bissau, highlighting the distinctive factors that 

influence their participation. The relevance of this study lies in its potential to inform 

targeted policy interventions and development programs that address the specific 

needs and challenges faced by the youth in Guinea-Bissau. By shedding light on the 

intricate interplay between youth, patronage systems, and political dynamics, this 

research will contribute to more nuanced and effective strategies for fostering 

democratic governance and political stability in the country. The findings will offer 

valuable insights for policymakers, practitioners, and scholars interested in promoting 

inclusive and effective political processes in the region. This research aims to provide 

a nuanced understanding of the role of youth in shaping political dynamics in Guinea-

Bissau. By examining historical, socio-economic, and gender-related factors, as well as 

the influence of patronage systems and external actors, the study seeks to contribute 

to the broader discourse on youth political participation in West Africa.  

Based on the phenomenon described above the research problem consists of 

the insufficient understanding of the unique dynamics of youth political involvement 

in Guinea-Bissau. Despite the significant influence of youth on the country's political 

landscape, existing literature often generalizes findings across the West African 

region, overlooking the specific historical, socio-economic, and cultural contexts of 
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Guinea-Bissau. This gap in knowledge limits the development of targeted policy 

interventions and effective strategies to promote youth participation in governance. 

This study investigates the mechanisms from which youth have implications 

in politics in Guinea-Bissau. Furthermore, to describe those mechanisms 

implementation and activities in which youth are involved to influence the political 

landscape in Guinea-Bissau. 

 

B. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Political patronage, also known as clientelism, is a system where goods and 

services are exchanged for political support. This theory has been extensively 

discussed by scholars such as James C. Scott and Allen Hicken. Scott's work on 

"Patron-Client Politics and Political Change in Southeast Asia" (1972) provides 

foundational insights into how patronage systems operate and sustain political 

power. Hicken's "Clientelism" (2011) further explores the mechanisms of patronage, 

highlighting its prevalence in developing countries. The theory of political patronage 

posits that politicians use state resources strategically to create a network of 

supporters, which is essential for maintaining political stability and dominance. This 

theory helps explain the dependency relationships that form between politicians and 

citizens, including the youth.  

The involvement of youth in politics is a multifaceted phenomenon influenced 

by various socio-economic and cultural factors. Theories on youth political 

involvement, such as those proposed by scholars like Marc Hooghe and Dietlind 

Stolle, emphasize the potential of youth to drive political change and innovation. 

Hooghe and Stolle's "Political Trust and Civic Engagement during the Transition to 

Adulthood" (2003) examines how young people's trust in political institutions and 

their civic engagement evolve over time.  

Democratic engagement theories focus on the ways individuals and groups 

participate in democratic processes and contribute to the functioning of democratic 

institutions. Scholars like Robert Putnam and Sidney Verba have extensively studied 

civic engagement and its impact on democracy. Putnam's "Bowling Alone: The 

Collapse and Revival of American Community" (2000) and Verba's "Voice and 

Equality: Civic Voluntarism in American Politics" (1995) provide valuable insights 

into the importance of social capital and civic participation in sustaining democratic 

governance. 

In the context of Guinea-Bissau, this research will use the concepts from 

Putnam and Verba to analyze how youth engagement in political processes influences 

democratic outcomes. The study will examine both formal political participation, such 

as voting and running for office, and informal participation, such as activism and 

advocacy. By understanding the various forms of democratic engagement, the 

research will highlight the potential of youth to contribute to political stability and 

democratic development in Guinea-Bissau. 
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C. METHOD 

This research employs a qualitative method to deeply understand how youth 

involvement in politics influences political dynamics in Guinea-Bissau. Qualitative 

research allows for an in-depth exploration of participants' experiences, perspectives, 

and contextual factors, which is crucial for understanding complex social phenomena. 

Interviews are a primary data collection method for this research. Semi-

structured interviews have been conducted to gather detailed information from 

participants. This approach allows for flexibility in probing deeper into responses 

while ensuring that all relevant topics are covered. Participants are Bissau-Guinean 

engaged in the politics. A Zoom meeting conducted with the recruited participants to 

facilitate interactive discussions and interviews, ensuring comprehensive data 

collection. The researcher Recorded Zoom meetings to capture the conversations, 

insights, and perspectives shared by the participants. Transcribe the recorded data 

into written text, ensuring accuracy and completeness of the transcripts. 

The researcher utilized content analysis techniques to analyze the transcribed 

data, identifying recurring themes, patterns, and key insights relevant to the research 

objectives. Categorize and organize the data into thematic clusters based on the 

identified themes, facilitating a structured and systematic exploration. 

The researcher presented the identified themes and corresponding points in 

tables, effectively summarizing the key findings derived from the data analysis. 

Compile the thematic tables into the findings chapter, providing a comprehensive 

account of the collected data and its implications. The researcher Engage in critical 

discussions of the identified themes, interpreting their significance and implications 

within the context of the research objectives. Explore connections between different 

themes and discuss related issues, fostering a deeper understanding of the scenario of 

Bissau-Guinean youth implications in politics.  

The theoretical framework of this research combines theories of political 

patronage, youth political involvement, and democratic engagement to analyze how 

youth influence political dynamics in Guinea-Bissau. These theories provide a 

comprehensive lens through which to understand the complex interactions between 

youth and the political landscape. The perspective of analysis in this research is 

multidisciplinary, integrating political science, sociology, and development studies. 

This approach allows for a comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing 

youth political involvement and their impact on political dynamics. The analysis 

system will focus on three main areas: 

1. Historical Context: Examining the historical background of political 

movements in Guinea-Bissau and the role of youth in these movements. 

2. Socio-Economic Factors: Analyzing how socio-economic conditions, such as 

employment and education, influence youth political engagement. 

3. Political Structures: Investigating the role of patronage systems and external 

actors in shaping youth political involvement and democratic engagement. 

By combining these theoretical perspectives and areas of analysis, this research 

aims to provide a nuanced understanding of how youth influence political dynamics 
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in Guinea-Bissau, offering valuable insights for policymakers, practitioners, and 

scholars interested in promoting inclusive and effective political processes in the 

region. 

 

D. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

1. Participants Categorization 

The Table below indicates a diverse group of participants in terms of age, 

gender, and political involvement: 

Table 1 Demographics of Interview Participants 

Source: Questionnaire and Interview 

This diversity provides a broad perspective on the youth's role in politics. A 

significant number of participants are involved in activism and political parties, 

highlighting a strong interest in political processes despite varying employment 

statuses. 

 

2. Mechanisms Exploration 

There are minimal effective mechanisms for young people to ensure their 

voices are heard in political decision-making in Guinea-Bissau. Young people 

primarily express themselves through social media platforms like YouTube, which 

politicians often overlook. The limited spaces available for youth expression include 

associations such as football clubs, cultural clubs in schools, and community 

associations. However, these are not sufficient, and if young people are not part of 

these associations, they lack channels to raise their voices and be heard by politicians. 

Table 2 Mechanisms of Youth Involvement in Political Dynamics 

Source: Questionnaires and Interview 
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Grassroots movements and social media campaigns are the most frequently 

mentioned mechanisms of youth involvement, indicating a shift towards digital and 

community-based activism. Political party membership remains significant, 

suggesting that formal political structures still play a role in youth engagement. 

 

3. Implementations 

To reform political patronage and improve youth engagement, the interviewee 

suggests that politicians need to physically approach and engage with young people 

rather than relying solely on social media. The Ministry of Education and the Ministry 

of Youth should include young representatives who understand and can bridge the 

generational gap, allowing for frank discussions and better communication. This 

involves organizing meetings where young people can directly address their needs 

and goals with young leaders in the government. 

Table 3 Mechanisms Implementations and Activities of Youth Involvement in 

Political Dynamics 

Source: Questionnaires and Interview 

Political party membership remains significant, suggesting that formal political 

structures still play a role in youth engagement. The implementation examples and 

activities demonstrate the practical aspects of these mechanisms, showing how youth 

translate their involvement into tangible actions. 

 

4. Youth Activities for Political Change 

Young people in Guinea-Bissau actively engage in various social activities such 

as sporting events, cultural days in schools, and community clean-ups:  
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Table 4 Youth Political Activities 

Source: Questionnaires and Interview 

These activities often receive support and sponsorship from political parties, 

which helps to fund and provide necessary materials. Unlike their peers in 

neighboring countries like Senegal, the youth in Guinea-Bissau tend to focus on non-

violent and constructive activities, using these opportunities to garner political 

attention and support without resorting to violent demonstrations. 

 

5. System of Support 

To enhance youth political involvement in Guinea-Bissau, several key systems 

of support and resources are necessary. First, investing in education is crucial to 

inform and empower young people, providing them with the knowledge and skills to 

engage in political processes effectively. Second, raising political awareness can help 

young people understand the significance of their involvement in politics and 

encourage their active participation. Lastly, ensuring transparency within political 

systems can reduce corruption and foster informed debates on social media, creating 

a more open and accountable environment for political engagement.  

Table 5 Description of System of Support to enhance Youth Political Engagement 

Source: Questionnaires and Interview 

These measures collectively aim to build a more politically active and 

informed youth population in Guinea-Bissau. 
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6. International Influence and Examples 

Guinea-Bissau can learn from international examples such as the youth-led 

movements in Senegal, Mali, Gabon, Niger, and the establishment of alliances like the 

Alias des Etats du Sahel. These examples demonstrate how coordinated youth efforts 

and strategic international alliances can drive significant political changes. 

 

7. Interaction with Traditional Political Structures 

Traditional political communication in Guinea-Bissau has been through 

television, but there is a shift towards social media platforms like YouTube, Facebook, 

and Twitter. According to Nayak, (2023) this shift is driven by the youth, who are 

adept at using these technologies, forcing politicians to adapt and engage through 

these channels to maintain their popularity and reputation. Social media has become 

a powerful tool for young people to influence politicians and hold them accountable, 

as it allows for real-time information sharing and wider reach (Sun et al., 2021). 

In addition, social media enhance the effectiveness of youth activities in driving 

political change is limited. Politicians often continue their practices despite youth 

activities. Although these activities can result in short-term changes or promises from 

politicians, the overall impact is not substantial or long-lasting (Park & Wang, 2018) 

However, Youth activism presents a character of violent. Grassroots 

movements led by youth in West Africa are often violent, with young people opting 

for demonstrations rather than debates or discussions as supported by authors such 

as Obaidi, Kunst, Ozer, and Kimel (2021), who discussed how perceived ousting of 

certain groups can evoke violent extremism and social unrest an example from 2019 

highlights a violent demonstration near Chapa de Bissau, where police repression was 

severe, resulting in the death of a youth member. 

 

8. Political Patronage Theory 

Political patronage theory posits that by providing material benefits or 

opportunities, political leaders can secure loyalty and support from different societal 

groups (Wei, Xu, & Li, 2023). This theory posits that by providing material benefits or 

opportunities, political leaders can secure loyalty and support from different societal 

groups. It relies on the exchange of resources for political support, has notably failed 

to effectively engage youth in Guinea-Bissau. However, this approach has several 

critical flaws when applied to youth engagement. First in Political Patronage which 

often results in superficial engagement, where young people participate in activities 

like sporting events or community clean-ups primarily for immediate material gains 

rather than genuine political involvement or long-term change. Second within a Lack 

of Genuine Representation, the theory fails to create spaces for authentic 

representation and meaningful participation of young people in political decision-

making. By focusing on transactional relationships, it neglects the importance of 

integrating youth voices into the core political dialogue. Furthermore, Patronage 

offers short-term solutions that do not address the underlying issues faced by young 

people. The provision of sponsorships or resources for events may offer temporary 
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relief but does not lead to sustainable change or empowerment of youth in the political 

landscape (Phan, et al., 2023). In addition, Patronage systems can exacerbate 

corruption, as they rely on the distribution of resources for political gain; according to 

Springborg, (2017) this can lead to mistrust and disillusionment among young people, 

who may see the political process as inherently corrupt and unworthy of their 

engagement. 

 

9. Contemporary Perspectives on Youth Engagement 

To address the shortcomings of political patronage theory, it is crucial to 

explore contemporary perspectives that promote genuine youth engagement and 

empowerment:  Effective youth engagement requires the creation of inclusive political 

processes that genuinely incorporate young voices; according to authors such as 

Augsberger, Collins, & Howard, (2023) this includes establishing youth councils, 

advisory boards, and other formal mechanisms that allow young people to participate 

in decision-making and policy formulation. In addition, investing in education and 

political awareness programs is essential. Young people need to be informed about 

their rights, the political system, and the impact they can have. Educational initiatives 

should focus on building critical thinking, leadership skills, and civic responsibility 

(Khorram‐Manesh, et al., 2021). 

Furthermore, Education encourages non-violent forms of activism is crucial for 

sustainable political change. Young people should be supported in organizing 

peaceful protests, community projects, and advocacy campaigns that raise awareness 

about their issues without resorting to violence. 

 

10. International Collaboration 

Learning from successful youth movements in other countries and fostering 

international collaborations can provide valuable insights and support. Guinea-Bissau 

can benefit from the experiences of youth-led initiatives in Senegal, Mali, Gabon, and 

Niger, among others. While these activities have provided some political attention, 

they are not enough to drive significant change. Youth-led sporting events and 

cultural days in schools often result in temporary support from political leaders, but 

they do not lead to sustained political engagement or policy change. 

 

11. Recommendations for Enhanced Youth Engagement 

Institutional Support: Establish institutions dedicated to youth development 

and political participation, such as a Ministry of Youth Affairs with significant youth 

representation. 

Capacity Building: Provide training and capacity-building programs that 

empower young people with the skills needed to participate effectively in political 

processes. 

Dialogue and Consultation: Create regular platforms for dialogue and 

consultation between young people and political leaders. This can include town hall 

meetings, youth forums, and digital consultations. 
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Transparency and Accountability: Promote transparency and accountability in 

political processes to build trust among young people. This includes ensuring that 

resources are distributed fairly and that political decisions reflect the needs and 

aspirations of youth. 

 

E. CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, moving beyond the political patronage theory towards more 

inclusive, transparent, and empowering approaches is essential for fostering genuine 

youth engagement in Guinea-Bissau's political processes. By addressing the 

underlying issues and creating meaningful opportunities for participation, young 

people can become active agents of change, contributing to a more democratic and 

equitable society. 

The future of political dynamics in Guinea-Bissau heavily relies on the active 

involvement of young people. With Africa's young population being a crucial force, 

youth-led initiatives can drive political changes and protect political leaders from 

external influences. Moreover, the integration of young people into political processes 

and their collaboration with rising powers in Asia and other regions can significantly 

impact the political landscape. These enriched results provide a comprehensive 

understanding of the mechanisms, implementations, and activities surrounding 

youth political involvement in Guinea-Bissau. 
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