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Abstract

The research on the specific conditions of Albanian society affecting youth development is
limited and lacks a consequent insight on youth issues. Considering that this limitation has a
direct impact on the processes that guide the country’s youth policies, the aim of the paper is
to examine the level of application of social research to evidence-based policy-making. The
question that the paper emphasizes is: “What are the inquiring instruments of social research,
underlying the guiding processes for the conception, planning and implementation of youth
policies?” The literature review channelled the empirical approaches in the construction of
the research variables, and in the descriptive and correlational statistical measurement of the
relationship between independent variables and dependent variables. Quantitative methods
guided the data collection process from a sample of 287 respondents (n = 287), randomly
selected among senior executives and, employers from government institutions and youth
organizations working in the field of youth policy. The results, which are based on the
processing of primary data collected through the exploratory questionnaire and secondary
data collected following desk research and the analysis of the content of the papers and
documents, show the limited knowledge in inquiring instruments and social research with
evident consequences on the methodological understanding of youth policies in Albania.
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1. Introduction

The latest progress report published by the European Commission (EC) in October
2021 refers to youth situation in Albania and expresses concern about human development
conditions of young people with particular reference to the “Youth Guarantee scheme”
(European Commission, 2021).

The report assesses that “In the coming year, Albania should in particular: adopt the
new strategy on education, covering all levels and ensuring the adequate financial protection
as well as targeted public spending for the people affected by the earthquake and the COVID-
19 pandemic (1); finalise the implementing legislation of the VET Law and implement the
Optimization Plan by 2022 to develop services and competences in line with the needs of the
private sector at local level (2); adopt the National Youth Strategy for the period 2021-2026
(3)” (European Commission, 2021).

This evaluation of the European Commission is above all a request for policy making,
and considering the area of youth issues as social issues, and that the respective policy
making has to be structured and influenced by that fragment of research which focuses on
social issues, the main topic of this paper is to examine the real level of application of social
research at evidence-based policy-making, analyses it and conclude with recommendations
for a transforming new approach to the conception, planning and implementation of youth
policies, under the guiding concepts and methods of social research.

1.1. Literature review

Referring to the social research literature, and pointing out “the growing influence
of ideas about evidence-based policy-making and practice”, Pertti Alasuutari, Leonard
Bickman and Julia Brannen (2008) argue that “From the viewpoint of many policy-makers
today, is to demonstrate which policies and practices ‘work’, and which do not; and this has
led to complaints that there is insufficient relevant research, and that much of it is small-scale
and does not employ the kind of experimental method that is taken to be essential for
identifying the effects of policies and practices” (Alasuutari et al., 2008).

Analysing the policy and its empirical orientation Fischer, Miller and Sidney (2007)
argue that “In contrast to a multidisciplinary methodological perspective, the field has been
shaped by a more limiting methodological framework derived from the
neopositivist/empiricist theories of knowledge that dominated the social sciences of the day”
(Fischer et al., 2007). For the authors “This has generated an emphasis on rigorous
quantitative analysis, the objective separation of facts and values, and the search for
generalizable findings whose validity would be independent of the particular social context
from which they were drawn. That is, the limited framework becomes a policy science that
would be able to develop generalizable rules applicable to a range of problems and contexts”
(Fischer et al., 2007).
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With particular regard to youth issues, the methodology of social research is
fundamental to guide policies that focus on youth development, which as scientific indicators
of the stages of development in early adulthood, in Albanian society, remain trapped by a
deep social crisis with an impact on young people— subjects at risk from criminal acts,
violence, lack of opportunities and in search of escape by choosing asylum or international
lotteries towards foreign and uncertain roads.

Martha Lally and Suzanne Valentine-French (2017) in their “Lifespan Development:
A Psychological Perspective” analyse the developmental stages of individuals in their early
adulthood and, with particular attention to the complexity of personality and temperament in
early adulthood, refer to John, Naumann and Soto (2008) and their “Five-Factor Model”,
which include: Openness, Conscientiousness, Extraversion, Agreeableness, and Neuroticism
(John et al., 2008).

The authors also imply that “The hallmark of scientific investigation is that of
following a set of procedures designed to keep questioning or scepticism alive while
describing, explaining, or testing any phenomenon” (Lally and Valentine-French, 2017).
Following the social research literature, social issues inquiring instruments including
empiricism, testing and analysis methodology are essential for evidence-based policy making.

2. Methodology

The paper presents part of the results of the study conducted in Albania in the period:
March 2020-September 2021. The aim of the paper is to examine the level of application of
social research to evidence-based policy-making.

The question that the paper highlights is:

“What are the inquiring instruments of social research, underlying the guiding
processes for the conception, planning and implementation of youth policies?”

Social research methodology (Bryman, 2016) is a guide for designing of the research.
The literature review channelled empirical approaches in the construction of research
variables, and in the descriptive and correlational statistical measurement of the relationship
between independent variables and dependent variables. Quantitative methods guided the
data collection process from a sample of 287 respondents (n = 287), randomly selected
among senior executives and employers of government institutions and, youth organizations
working in the field of youth policy.

Primary data were collected through exploratory questionnaires (Creswell, 2012).
The analysis is guided by the measurement of independent variables: “The guiding topic on
which central government institutions and youth organizations base interventions aimed at
youth development” (1) and “Social research related to youth policies and strategies of
intervention” (2). The transformation of the concepts identified during the bibliographic
research process into measurable variables is the basis of the structure of the questionnaire,
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designed for the statistical analyses of the data collected in the context of the research
question.

Secondary data were collected through desk research and documents review (Neuman,
2007).

The desk research focused on:

e Identification of the central government institutions, which operate for the
conception, planning and presentation of youth policies at the national strategy
level,

¢ Identification of the senior executives of central government institutions responsible
for planning youth policies,

e Assess the level of cooperation of the central government offices - responsible for
defining youth policies, with the social science departments of University of Tirana
“Néné Tereza” and other academic institutions based in Albania.

Documents review focused on:

e Finding out if the methodology of social research is part of the central government
institutional design of official documents on youth policies,

e Analyse the vision of the Albanian government on youth policies following the
need to renew the National Youth Strategy,

e Review of the European Commission’s progress reports of the last two years
(European Commission, 2021) (European Commission, 2022),

e Review of the European Commission’s statements and policy documents at
regional level, with particular focus on Western Balkan countries.

3. Findings

The data analysis shows that “Inclusiveness” (39.8%) is the guiding topic on which
central government institutions and youth organizations base their interventions aimed to
youth development.

Cross-processing of data with qualitative analysis showed that this particular topic is
referenced by the demand of international institutions and their specific role to monitor
policies in Albania.

According to respondents, the other guiding topics that central government
institutions and youth organizations consider sensitive are: “Human development” (27.2%),
“Youth related structures” (12.6%), “Security” (11.6%) and “Equity” (8.7%) (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Youth policy-making guiding topics
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When asked: “What are the primary outputs of social research related to youth
policies and intervention-based strategies?” 33% of respondents answered: “Policies based on
good practices”, and 27.2% of respondents answered: “Policies based on opportunities for

young people”. More than 39.8% of the respondents were unable to give an answer (Figure
2).

Figure 2. Social research outputs related to youth policies

Social research outpouts related to youth policies

40—

30

EENEIRER
5301

T T T
Palicies based on good practices Policies based on opportunities for Mo answer
young people

Social research outpouts related to youth policies

Source: Author ‘s own elaboration

Respondents engaged in this research work at central government institutions, public

agencies, youth foundations and organizations. They have university degrees in “Law”
(37.6%), “Economy” (30.4%) and “Social sciences” (26%).

The “Work position” of respondents (Figure 3) is as follows:
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Senior executives (36.9 %)
Employers (42.7 %)
Volunteers (12.6 %)
Practitioners” (7.8 %)
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Figure 3. Respondents’ work position
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Respondents reported a lack of knowledge of quantitative and qualitative research
methods. Quantitative inquiring instruments are less well known than qualitative research
tools. Knowledge on “Research design”, “Measurement of variables”, “Sample size
planning”, as a basis for data analysis and interpretation, as well as knowledge on
“Quantitative data analysis”, and “Statistical Package in Social Sciences (SPSS)” is absent.

The data showed that “Documents review” (55.3%) and “Structured interviews”
(20.3%) (Figure 4) are the best-known qualitative inquiring instruments for youth evidence-
based policy research criteria. Minor knowledge was reported in “Semi-structured
interviews” (14.6%) and “Case study” (9.7%).

Figure 4. Knowledge of inquiring instruments
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Evaluating the methods used to “transfer” young people’s issues and problems from
the streets and neighbourhoods to the level of political institutions, the cross-analysis of the
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data showed that most of the respondents rely on “Informal Data” or “Informal Processes” for
data collection. Further analyses showed that “document review”, following requests for
similar policy documents or strategic planning on specific demands from international
institutions, is often based on formal meetings with youth NGOs (non-governmental
organizations). But, on the contrary, the cross-analysis of the data shows that youth
organizations were not part of any evaluation, nor of any activity, where they could express
their point of view or opinion in defining youth policies as a fundamental process to
overcome the lack of the National Youth Strategy in Albania as a projection of youth policies
in a near future perspective.

4. Discussion

The results of the study, based on data and interpretive sources (Gubrium and
Holstein, 1997), show that the formation of policies as means of intervention to improve the
living conditions and prospects of young people in the near future is complex. The data show
that “Policy Science”, as referred to by Fischer, Miller and Sidney (2007), is not a conceptual
definition of youth policies guiding processes in Albania. Until now, the policy with a special
focus on youth development has been presented institutionally as a proposition to improve the
prospects of young people, but not as a vision based on scientific empirical development.
Scientific is a concept that, as observed from the data, is not part of the institutions’ efforts to
adapt the conception, planning and implementation of youth policies to those dimensions of
scientific models that scientifically influence policy-making processes.

The processing of the data and the analysis of the information obtained from the
review of the documents shows that the government institutions find in the principles of
inclusiveness and human development a guide for planning the sequences of the phases of
conception and implementation of youth policies, in accordance with the recommendations of
European and international organizations. But, when asked about the results that benefit from
policies based on social research methods, the majority of respondents, as the data show, lack
to answer. Others consider policies based on good practice and on opportunities for young
people to be the most important outcomes of policies based on social research.

The results based on data collected, specifically, from respondents graduated in law,
economy and social sciences, engaged as senior executives and employers in government
institutions and youth organizations-target of the inquiring process. The data show that most
of the respondents report a limited level of knowledge in quantitative methodology of the
research and a limited handling of the qualitative inquiring tools. Most of the respondents
refer to the “Documents review” as the main method on which to base research and data
investigation, which in any case refers that knowledge for the analysis, processing and
construction of social references with particular attention to youth problems, is fragmentary.
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5. Conclusion

Policy based on good practice is indicated as a main scientific concept on which
central government institutions, public agencies and youth organizations focus to find guiding
concepts for the framework of interventions targeting young people, but the evaluation of
social research as a core of inquiring instruments is underestimated.

The data show a particular lack of knowledge in quantitative research methods, and
poor handling of qualitative inquiring methods, reduced only to a fragmented use of
documents review. This lack of knowledge in social research has an evident consequence on
methodological understanding of youth policies in Albania. A clear indication of this absence
is that, despite the reiteration by the international institutions of the request to renew the
National Youth Strategy and the establishment of the Youth Guarantee, as tools for orienting
youth policies on the basis of indicators, so far, the central government institutions have not
been able to renew the national youth strategy.

Strengthening the cooperation of central government institutions with research groups
in institutional terms is not a government priority. Consequently, the guiding concepts of
policy -making processes in Albania are not close to the scientific concepts on which social
research is based. In conclusion, the assessment of youth issues and problems lacks a
scientific perspective. Researchers do not influence policy, and consequently policy-making
processes are not based on social research inquiring instruments or any methodological
approach.
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