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Abstract
The paper analyzes axiological preferences of Polish youth over the last 30 years in 
a comparative context. The presented review refers to quantitative sociological research. 
The analysis starts with the period of systemic transformation with a deep “cultural 
rupture” visible in the conflict of values related to ideology, politics and economy. 
Young people of that time often had a feeling of “generational abandonment”, uncer-
tainty and confusion. On the other hand, the post-transformation period, symboli-
cally initiated by Poland’s accession to the European Union, brought a shift towards 
pragmatic and ethos-centered orientations. A prolonged process of becoming an adult 
is accompanied by moratorivity. Post-transformation, however, means significant 
identity-related and social changes, which largely corresponds to the development 
of human capital, manifested in the field of skills, intuition and creative potential. 
Nevertheless, it should be remembered that predicting future changes in the values 
of Polish society, especially young people, carries a considerable risk of unverifiability.

Keywords: Polish youth, axiological preferences, continuity and change, transforma-
tion period, post-transformation period
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Introduction

Today, sociology and its sub-disciplines face serious challenges related to 
changes in the nature of social life at all its levels. Not surprisingly, most empir-
icists abandon the hitherto important predictive function in favor of cautious, 
fragmented and short-term forecasts. But also sociologists opting for theoretical 
inquiry are abandoning visions, such as those presented by Francis Fukuyama 
(2006). The end of history, announcing the universal victory of liberal democ-
racy, is somewhat not to be seen. On the contrary – various forms of populism 
are becoming more and more conspicuous, focussing on threatened security, 
growing social inequalities or identity problems (Beck, Giddens, Lash, 1994). 
How do young people find themselves in this situation, what is their future in 
the world whose foundations are uncertain as never before? The perception of 
social matters is shaped by the media hyper-reality, which has become a chal-
lenge for what is direct and tangible. On the other hand, our coexistence in 
the public space is connected with the need to warm up and suspend everyday 
identities (Maffesoli, 2008: 107-115). The phenomena taking the form of events 
or mega-ceremonies represent a combination of collective behaviour with 
a consummerism orientation strengthened by marketing activities, and at the 
same time – highly individualized (com. Such-Pyrgiel, 2012).

Zygmunt Bauman, a keen analyst of the modern consumer society, suggests 
that new forms of coexistence are now becoming an ersatz, no longer able to 
revive the spirit of the “dead” community. Postmodern fears, on the other hand, 
are not diminishing but are merely being redistributed. They include: uncertainty, 
insecurity, a sense of personal threat, atrophy of bonds and weakening of solidar-
ity, and sometimes also the feeling of meaninglessness of one’s activities (Bauman, 
2006). These phenomena are reinforced by biological and social consequences of 
the COVID-19 pandemic – recently remaining the most serious global challenge 
for young generations. Moreover, what is associated with postmodernity has the 
characteristics of periods of transition or disintegration rather than of the new 
organization of social life. Nowadays, we are facing a progressive, even though 
not fully realized, process of abandoning normative, institutionally defined 
content. That is accompanied by growing relativistic tendencies based on the 
criteria of conscience and individual autonomy (Bauman, 2013).
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Despite these difficulties, all activities undertaken by people (especially 
young ones) in order to provide and/or create a  framework for the exis-
tence-shared-with-others are remaining a valuable, even indispensable condition 
for every form of community, and consequently also for their own subjectivity. 
They are based on axiological orientations, which in the case of adolescents 
have more permanent components related to primary socialization, as well as 
more fluid ones resulting from the influence of peer groups, new media, and 
also educational and market institutions. It is therefore worthwhile to look at 
the sphere of values that young Poles give preference to, considering tendencies 
noticeable from the perspective of social transformation and post-transfor-
mation. The latter is associated with the accession to the European Union and 
openness to postmodernity. The goals articulated by young people and activi-
ties connected with them (those related to the pragmatic orientation as well as 
the ethos-centered ones) can act as both driving and restraining forces in the 
social development, which is associated with a change in the role of the young 
generation on the political level (Szafraniec, 2012 , pp. 101-122).

Methodological issues

The article reviews matters corresponding with research issues studied 
within sociological sciences.

They concern both the states of affairs valued by young people, described 
in large numbers by representatives of this discipline, and the results of 
Author’s own empirical research conducted over the decade among stu-
dents of the last grades of secondary schools in the Świętokrzyskie region 
(Sroczyńska, 2013; 2020). Research problems include both preferences in 
terms of youth values, continuity and changes in the way choices are made, 
and methodological issues related to the methods of researching them. 
The Author’s intention is to present an outline of the above subject mat-
ter, arousing interest in the issues of both professional scholars and those 
concerned about the situation of the young generation of Poles and their 
participation in social life. The study involved the application of the analysis 
of the existing content, selected in accordance with the subject of the study. 
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The themes were presented in a synthetic context, both on the basis of the 
discussed concepts and empirical studies.

At the beginning the paper inquires what has a superior value (axionormative 
systems) in a given culture, what belongs to the interpretative system that gives 
order to the reality and becomes internalized in the dimension of individual 
personalities. Values occur either in a hierarchical (superiority – inferiority) 
relations or in a horizontal (ex aequo) order – as desirable commodities that 
nevertheless come to the fore “only now and again” in a routinized everyday 
life.Values represent states of affairs that give individuals and societies meaning 
and identification, motivation and legitimacy. Values are classified in several 
ways and concretized in the form of indicators, which, in empirical studies, 
may reflect individual, more autonomous groups of values or have a holistic 
nature. In the social reality, we encounter many different types of values, e.g. 
personal and social, autotelic and instrumental, ultimate, everyday and funda-
mental, materialistic and post-materialistic, related to dignity and pragmatic, 
particularistic and universal, democratic and liberal, traditional and modern 
(Mariański, 2018, p. .315-323). Individual categories of values are not disjoint 
and typically coexist on the empirical level available to sociological cognition. 
The declared values do not always overlap with the recognized and practiced 
ones, and the modern axiological “market” largely affects individual decisions 
made by participants of social life (Mariański, 2015, pp. 877-882).

The empirical examplifications presented in the text, by necessity selective 
and cross-sectional (therefore more quantitative than qualitative), highlight 
issues that are not fully identified and, at the same time, topical in the context of 
the discussed issues. An attempt to identify certain trends affecting the process 
of social transformation and post-transformation is not an easy task, although 
examining the axiological problems of the youth world has become one of 
the most popular scientific undertakings among educators, psychologists and 
sociologists. The most extensive line of research, conducted since the 1970s 
in the field of youth sociology is devoted to life orientations, educational and 
professional aspirations, and the value systems of young people. However, it 
is worth remembering that generalizations and predictions regarding the state 
of young people and their role in society are burdened with a significant risk 
of unverifiability (Niezgoda, 2014, pp. 28-32).
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Axiological orientations of young poles 
(transformation context)

The surveys undertaken by sociologists before the onset of systemic trans-
formation showed generational similarities as well as changes taking place 
in the world of values (Nowak, 1989). On the one hand, both parents and 
growing-up children opted for values of private-stabilization nature, on the 
other hand, the young believed that the significance of stabilization-oriented 
attitudes was not so different from achievement-oriented attitudes as their 
parents did. The young were focused on themselves and small groups to 
a larger extent than their parents, with pro-social values, especially those 
cultivated in large groups, being less appreciated. Antoni Sułek remarked that 
the possible tangible impact on the functioning of small primary groups, as 
well as a defensive reaction to a hostile world contribute to the fact that “The 
family, circle of friends, one’s own person are becoming sanctuaries in which 
one can take refuge and in which one can “be oneself “ ”(Sułek, 1989, p. 372).

Undoubtedly, both in the past and presently, many factors (including: social 
structure, political context, functioning of state institutions and the labor 
market, tradition, popular culture and the climate of interpersonal relations) 
have had a very subtle and often indirect impact on the world of young people’s 
values. In turn, their orientations and activities modify the existing social 
conditions. The fall of communism in Central and Eastern Europe initiated 
changes consisting in the transition from a monocentric system, especially in 
the political and economic sphere, to a post-monocentric one. The latter led 
to an uncontrolled diversification in various areas of social life, the entry into 
the sphere of global communication effect, the emergence of new institutions 
and social roles, as well as opportunities and threats (Gilejko, 2005, pp. 75-91). 
At the beginning of the 1990s, a great interest was aroused in the hypothesis of 
Ronald Inglehart (2003, pp. 146-168) of the shift of values from materialistic 
to post-materialistic along with the generational change. The former values are 
aimed at stability and a sense of security, the latter are focused on democratic 
values, individual freedom, autonomy and emancipation. There is no doubt that 
the youngest cohorts (15-24 years of age) were and are more post-materialistic 
in their attitudes than adults in general. However, when compared with German 
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youth, Polish young people (surveyed in 2001) represented a materialistic 
orientation twice as often (31% – 16%) as their German peers, and a post-
materialistic one almost three times less often (8% – 23%) (Szawiel, 2005, pp. 
196-199). Apparently, the effect of culturally shaped meanings and symbols on 
economic indicators and on the advancement in democracy is stronger than 
the other way round. The modernization complexities of the state of Polish 
society are reflected in the “ dilemma of three clocks”, which highlights the 
desynchronization of activities in important areas of social life (the reform of 
the constitutional law was associated with considerably slower and turbulent 
transformations of the economy and changes in attitudes, values and lifestyle, 
lasting even as long as generations (Sztompka, 2005, pp. 130-141).

Values are seen as the result of adolescents’ immersion in a world that is 
only partially influenced by traditional, goal-oriented socialization agendas, 
especially family and school. The amount of content assimilated by young peo-
ple, without parental or teacher knowledge and control, is constantly growing, 
putting into question the future of intergenerational relations. Nevertheless, 
the axiological sphere still plays an important role in the process of cultural 
transmission, and the change (on the macrostructural scale) is not of abrupt 
nature. The specificity of time and place is responsible for defining axiolog-
ical-normative systems that characterize individual age groups, and at the 
same time remain a manifestation of generational expression. The lack of 
a clear rebellion phase against the older generation fosters adopting the ex-
isting scenarios of viewing and experiencing the world, while its presence is 
conducive to introducing changes not only in close generations (every 5 – 6 
years), but also in a wider social context. Young people on the threshold of 
adulthood, surveyed in the late 2000s, looked more like an inter-generation, 
on the one hand becoming similar to their own parents, and on the other 
hand, to a younger cohort of teenagers. One could notice an “inheritance” of 
principal patterns of the axionormative order related to personal and affil-
iate values, and to a lesser extent to values emphasizing identification with 
a religious or national community. Author’s research showed that young 
people are more “distinct” than their parents, more inclined towards intense 
experiencing reality, which is individualized but gives a greater sense of free-
dom (Sroczyńska, 2013). That was accompanied by a higher appreciation of 
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education, interesting work, big money, a colorful and interesting life and 
the feeling of being someone special. It was conducive to building a differ-
ent way of thinking about oneself and one’s place in the world, as well as 
about a new quality of relations based on community with peers, giving the 
opportunity to function not only in the reality (neotribes), but first of all in 
the independent space of the Web.

Interestingly, among the enumerated life goals and aspirations of young 
people, systematically studied for a quarter of a century by the Centre for Public 
Opinion Research (CPOR), the following rose in importance: love, friendship 
(in 1994 – 39% of responses, in 2018 – 52%), successful career (respectively: 
19% – 33%) and a good material position (25% – 33%). On the other hand, 
analysing the subsequent age groups one can notice that the following aspects 
decreased in significance: successful family life and children (48% in 1994, 42% 
in 2018), interesting work in line with one’s interests (52% – 40%), a peaceful 
life without conflicts (34% – 29%), being useful to others (15% – 10%), living 
in accordance with one’s religious principles (10% – 5%). It should be noted, 
however, that the increase or decrease in the rank of the above values is not 
linear (Grabowska, Gwiazda, 2019).

In her research of 2009, conducted on a representative sample of 1111 
secondary school leavers from the Świętokrzyskie region, the Author used 
Scheler Values Scale (SWS). It refers to the hierarchy of Max Scheler’s values 
and permits the ranks of 50 values to be determined in the environment 
of young people and adults. They are included in six subscales – four basic 
values: hedonistic, vital, aesthetic, truth, moral and holiness and two factor, 
vital values – physical fitness and strength as well as endurance and sacred 
values – secular and religious sacredness. The conducted research revealed 
the similarity of the generational value profiles of young people and their 
parents, and a kind of unquestionable imponderables, co-creating collective 
identities. These include moral values (necessary from the point of view of an 
individual’s relationship with others and with oneself) and a group of sacred 
values, with a distinguished group of secular values. On the other hand, other 
axiological categories – vital, aesthetic and truth were more important for the 
younger than for the older generation (which is undoubtedly influenced by 
the context of adolescence) (Sroczyńska, 2013, pp. 110-119).
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In the late 2000s Poles (surveyed by CPOR) expected children, when they 
grew up, to represent attitudes and behaviours indicating a high esteem for 
the figure of “ethical entrepreneur”, distinguished by individualism. The most 
important ranks were assigned to: moral behavior (64%), having one’s own 
opinion (59%), the ability to fight for one’s own matters (58%), showing ini-
tiative and entrepreneurship (56%), setting ambitious life goals (54%), and 
the pursuit of one’s own happiness (53%). It was only later that the ideas of 
interpersonal relations (helping others – 47% or good cooperation with oth-
ers – 46%), being a patriot (44%) and a good citizen (39%) appeared. Even 
less importance, as far as the desired personality traits of young people were 
concerned, was attached to high income (37%) and to being a religious per-
son (34%) (Smak-Wójcicka, 2009). The discussed axiological contexts corre-
sponded to the inconsistency of changes in the economic sphere, fluctuations 
in the labor market, modifications in the educational sphere, weakening of 
religiosity and traditional customs. Not all processes were pro-developmental, 
some of them led to increasing social polarization and a specific confusion 
of the young generation.

Axiological orientations of the youth  
(post-transformation context)

The rate and extent of changes taking place in the Polish society in the late 
2000s and early 2010s was connected with more or less successful attempts 
of the state to make up for the “civilization backlog”, accompanied by the 
abandonment by traditional institutions and authorities (parents, teachers, 
clergy) of their roles as guides and mentors and their replacement by mod-
ern instant messaging. This led to the transition of the responsibility for the 
choices onto the youth, and consequently, resulted in their cultural “drifting” 
and a weakening of the sense of accountability for the state and national com-
munity (Sroczyńska, 2013; 2018). It is still hard to decide whether the possible 
positive outcomes of promoting creative, independent and innovative attitudes 
are able to compensate for the negative aspects (disappointment, frustration, 
passivity, focusing on oneself). Thus, the situation in which young people are 
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socialized into the world of consumption is of concern to those who see the 
importance of “axiological universals” in the process of education.

In generational relations one can observe the phenomenon of tolerant 
solidarity. On the one hand it is related to the economic and structural coa-
lition in households and the accompanying emotional intimacy, and on the 
other hand, it means mutual growing apart and, at the same time, accepting 
increasing differences in the axiological sub-worlds ( Szlendak, 2012: 75-90). 
Even if the label of “ absorbers of stimuli” and opinions that for young peo-
ple nowadays “nothing matters” or “everything matters” are not to be fully 
accepted, it is difficult not to notice the progressive hybridization of their 
personality, which is the result of life in social niches created by peer groups 
(including internet communities) that filter the content of popular culture. On 
the one hand, there is a certain generational similarity at the axionormative 
level, especially as far as the recognized values are concerned, and on the 
other – it has a discretionary and situational nature, especially in the context 
of implementation.

Therefore, one cannot speak of a stable axiological “structure” that translates 
itself into a coherent orientation of the young generation. On the contrary, 

“there has never been one youth, there are only its varieties” (Wrzesień, 2015:25), 
and moratorivity is an indispensable feature of this phase of life. Young people 
still yearn for the presence of adults with whom they can have a dialogue and 
an argument, disregarding as Somebody Else’s Problem (in the practice of 
invalidating) the ideas they communicate, especially those of a moral nature. 
This does not prevent the elders from being expected to be “real guardians” 
(not necessarily authorities or influencers and from making them somewhat 
responsible for pointing out the right ways of life to the young generation.

The environmental differentiation of adolescents and young adults is some-
times identified with a lifestyle characteristic of neo-tribes and corresponding 
to the axiological context. The authors of “The World of the Young” report 
of 2016 (prepared mainly for business purposes) associated the lifestyles of 
millennials (childless young people aged 16-29) with five categories. The 
most numerous one is represented by homies (30%), focused on the local 
community, social media, peace of mind and the consumption of goods and 
services, and then goodies (23%) – appreciating the family, traditional and 
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conservative values, voting out of a sense of civic duty, and lifehackers (19%), 
mostly men, singles, with a neoliberal economic sense, “who like the feeling 
of being the first category customers “ (Brzozowska-Brywczyńska, 2019, pp. 
203-209). The fourth category is represented by regrets (“angry and helpless” – 
16%), mainly poorer, working youth and the fifth by hipsters (12%) from 
large Polish cities, focusing on their self-development, hobbies and travels. 
According to the authors of the report, all these “tribes” share a conviction of 
encountering injustice (87%), of young people not being granted their due 
position in history and of the prevalence of lying in public life. The conclu-
sions drawn from the quoted report (although undoubtedly simplified and 
serving marketing goals) do not convey an optimistic message about the 
condition of modern youth. At the same time, they are not inconsistent with 
the considerations about the essentially lonely experience of the prolonged 
phase of entering adulthood (emerging adulthood), which is devoid of the 
typical liminality that characterizes traditional rituals of passage. The process 
of individualization, combined with the belief in opportunities offered by the 
existing socio-economic order and consumerism, generates a fairly common 
conviction that life should consist in experiencing pleasures and happiness. 
Young Poles can be increasingly attributed with an orientation towards the 
realization of the model of a comfortable existence, without problems and 
conflicts, not involved in the lives of other people or in self-development, 
and at the same time appreciating the value of good communication and 
proximity of other people.

These trends are confirmed by the detailed results of nationwide, repre-
sentative diachronic research from 1988-1998-2005-2017, conducted among 
high school students (Mariański, 2018) and academic youth (Zaręba, Zarzecki, 
2020). The leading subject matter of the studies on the student community 
focused on the religious and moral condition of adolescents, which also made 
it possible to look at values as its determinants. An important place is occu-
pied by fundamental, sense-creating, ultimate and everyday life values. Janusz 
Mariański, a renowned researcher studying this subject matter emphasizes that 
affiliation and stabilization values remain at the highest position in the sphere 
of “the sacred” – touching the meaning of life. These include great love, happy 
family life, human trust and finding one’s place in the society – individualistic 
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goals and aspirations, centered around personal happiness attainable “here 
and now”. The values that emphasize the modernization aspirations of the 
young generation of Poles – related to work, welfare, education or the pursuit 
of a chosen goal – have gained in importance. On the other hand, in the years 
1988-2017, the rank of religious faith significantly decreased, both in the 
group of everyday values and, above all, solemn values, i.e. those for which 
life is worth sacrificing and which should be emphasized as important for the 
national group (Mariański 2018: 391-398 ).

Nationwide surveys of students, conducted according to the above dis-
cussed methodological principles, also show differences between the system 
of values and standards of pre-transformation youth of 1988 and 1989, and 
that of the young of 2005 and 2017. Sociologists draw attention to greater 
liberalism and openness to new experiences of modern students, compared 
to their predecessors, their tolerance, pragmatism, but also respect for the 
elderly and for the relationships with the nearest and dearest. The description 
of the Polish youth eludes dichotomous approaches, as they are modern and 
conservative at the same time, “like having fun, but think seriously about the 
future, participate in elections but do not like politics, or rather – politicians, 

“go to church” and believe in God [less than merely a few years ago – MS], 
but are critical of church teaching, especially on morality “(Korczyński, 2020: 
83-84). On the other hand, “… the importance of religion in a young person’s 
everyday life is certainly not disappearing, what is changing are merely the 
ways of experiencing the sacred sphere and the functions assigned to it by 
young people” (Wysocka, 2019, p. 118). In the socialization context, the emer-
gence of diverse orientations, including those of active, creative young people 
repeatedly restructuring religiosity in consideration of their own biography 
(Pusztai, Demeter-Karászi, 2019) is a significant phenomenon.

These issues found their reflection in the research on academic youth in 
Poland, conducted during the pandemic in 2020 on a purposive sample of 
621 respondents, using the on-line CAWI technique (Zaręba, Choczyński, 
2020, pp. 157-172). The results reveal a high degree of altruism and empathy 
among students towards persons that are close to them, but this attitude is 
based on a subjectively interpreted moral imperative rather than on solid 
principles. One’s conscience is the “authority” following which young people 
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make choices and take binding decisions, whereas the Church is not perceived 
as an institutional authority. Young people still emphasize religion as one 
of the forms of their identification, with a vast majority admitting that they 
originate from backgrounds attached to the faith and religion, recognized as 
a part of an important cultural tradition. On the other hand, spirituality and 
contemplation of the meaning of life are of great importance to academic 
youth (Zaręba, Klimski, Sroczyńska, 2020). In the field of morality, the deeply 
rooted permissiveness of young people who accept various ethical attitudes 
(e.g. regarding sexuality) is revealed. In turn, the values most often emphasized 
are closeness and relationships with another person (friendship, love), as well 
as self-realization. The choices of young people – between the individualism 
of their own attitudes and the search of the presence of a close person or 
community reveal a transformational trait of identity and its references. This 
is also visible in the family sphere, which most often appears in the context 
of a conversation, intimacy and a sense of security (Kawińska, Wróblewska-
Skrzek, and Linek, 2020). The epidemic threat related to COVID-19 has not 
changed family ties so much, nor has it modified religious identity or spir-
ituality. The issue that raises the greatest concerns of the participants of the 
study is the safety of close persons, which in turn is confirmed by the emerging 

“altruism within reasonable limits”, accepted by young people and opposing 
purely utilitarian attitudes (Uklańska, Kotowska-Wójcik, Choczyński, 2020) .
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Final remarks – questions about young people against an 
empirical background …

In the modern post-transformation world young Poles seem to be more 
resourceful in their everyday, social and emotional lives than their peers 
from the period of social transformation. However, neither their objectives 
nor action strategies (acting single-handedly) are conducive to organizing, 
Popular values and accompanying behaviors are frequently based on voluntary 
collaboration, being, however, free from existentially significant decisions 
and from taking responsibility. Although entering adulthood is delayed and 
accompanied by moratorium, the next stage means significant identity and 
social changes, which largely corresponds to the development of human capital, 
manifested in terms of skills, intuition and creative potential (Fairbanks, 2003). 
The importance of socialization environments can hardly be overestimated, 
by providing adolescents with various forms of resources: financial, material, 
institutional, related to knowledge and cultural capital, they create conditions 
for the strategy of developing prosperity. Majority of the youth accept the rules 
of the consumer society that do not favor the radicalization of activities in 
various areas of social life and generally lead to mild socialization within the 
existing structure. A certain part of them rebel, signaling problems falling 
within the area of social taboo (family model, abortion, in vitro, conception 
from rape, etc.), or the new spirituality related to ecology. On the other hand, 
young adults, aged 25-34, are at the stage of implementing individual life proj-
ects that adolescents only “sense”. In Poland, the already mentioned “rational 
egoism” is becoming dominant, comprising economic activity, self-realization 
and the search for a balance between intimacy and professional work. The 
post-transformation period (post-accession, related to joining the EU) did 
not eliminate the deep “cultural rupture” associated with social inequalities, 
income differentiation and insufficient control over working conditions. On 
the one hand, the category of young, better educated, better-paid people who 
see better life prospects for themselves (mainly inhabitants of large cities) 
has grown, on the other – there is still a fairly large number of less well-off 
and less educated youth, from poorer social and cultural background, who 
have become marginalised by liberal modernization. The rupture is created 
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by new political and party conflicts, breaking the old “post-Solidarity” and 
“post-communist” ties, which, combined with the geopolitical situation, still 
generates difficulties in predicting future changes in the values of Polish society 
(Jasińska-Kania 2012, pp. 336-339).

Regardless of the historical context, young people play the role of a certain 
“seismograph”, and their attitudes and behaviors allow them to formulate con-
clusions (and ask questions) regarding the condition of the society in which 
they are growing up. It is interesting whether the ascending generations will 
manage to solve the “dilemma of three clocks” further stimulated by the 
pandemic. Will there be a change in values, attitudes and lifestyles in the near 
future, which will, on the one hand, guarantee a more even acceleration of 
modernization, and, on the other hand, maintain the continuity of generations, 
traditions and collective memory?
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