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Abstract. According to social surveys, the majority of Russian society as a whole supported the President’s decision to hold the special military
operation (in what follows, the SMO). However, the level of this support appeared to be different for different social groups. It turned out, for
example, that, compared with society in general, young people perceived the outbreak of hostilities more skeptical and critical. In this regard,
this article is devoted to the analysis of the features and factors of formation of such an attitude of young people towards the SMO. Among other
things, the views of young people about the causes of the outhreak of the conflict, its perpetrators and possible solutions are considered; the reac-
tion of young citizens of the country to the entry into Russia of four new subjects, partial mobilization, as well as those who evade it is presented.
Patterns are indicated according to which people’s media preferences affect the nature of their assessments of events within the framework of
SMO. Probable reasons for the more skeptical attitude of the younger generation to what is happening are identified, and possible options for
its further transformation in the short and long terms are indicated.
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AHHoTaums. 0 JaHHBIM COLMIONOTNYECKIX ONPOCOB, 60/bLLIAS YaCTb POCCUIACKOrO 06LLECTBA B LieNOM NOAAEPXana peLleHe npe3uieHTa o
MpoBeAEHMI CeLManbHoiA BoeHHOIA onepauun (ganee — CBO). OaHaKo Ans pasHbIX COLMAbHBIX FPYRN YpoBeHb 3T0ii NOAAEPKKN 0Ka3ancs
Pa3nnyHbIM. BbISCHUNOCE, HAMPUMEP, YTO, NO CPABHEHNIO C 0BLLECTBOM B LLeNOM, MONOAEXb BOCMPUHSNA Hauano 60eBbIx AelicTBuii Gonee
CAePXaHHO M KPUTMYHO. B 3T CBA3M JaHHas CTaTbs NOCBALLEHA aHan3y 0cobeHHoCTeli M GakTopoB GOPMUPOBAHNS TAKOTO OTHOLUEHNS MO-
nogbix nogeii k CBO. Cpegy npoyero, paccMoTpeHbl NpeACTaBaeHs MOJOAEXKN O MPUYMHAX Pa3Pa3MBLLETOCS KOHGANKTA, ero BUHOBHUKAX
11 BO3MOXHbIX BapiaHTax paspelueHus; NpeAcTaBaeHa peakLyus MooAbIX rpaxaaH CTpaHbl Ha BXOXAEHWE B COCTaB POCCUM YeTbipex HOBbIX
CyOBEKTOB, YaCTUUHYI0 MOOMAN3ALMIO, A Takke TeX, KTO OT Hee yKNOHAeTcA. 0603HayeHbl 3aKOHOMEPHOCTM, COTNAcHO KOTOPbIM MeAuiiHble
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npeAnouTeHNs NI0AeI BAMSIOT Ha XapaKTep 1X OLeHOK CobbITuil B pamkax CBO. BbifiBneHbI BePOATHbIE MPUUMHBI bOee CKeNTUYecKoro oT-
HOLLEHNS NpeACTaBUTeNeid MONOAOr0 MOKOEHNS K NPOMNCXOAALLEMY, 0003HaUeHbI BO3MOXHbIe BapWaHTbl ero AanbHeiilLeii TpaHchopMaLum.
KnioueBble cnoBa: crewnanbHas BOeHHas onepawys, MoSoAeXs, MefuitHble NPaKTUKK, 3X0-kaMepsbl, YacTuuHas mobunusaums, Poccus,
Ykpanna
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For Russia, the beginning of the SMO in
Ukraine has certainly become a key event of 2022.
It entailed a whole set of processes and changes that
will definitely affect the social life for quite a long
time. Despite the fact that in its mass, Russian so-
ciety as a whole appeared to be rather understand-
ing about the decision of the country’s leadership,
many perceived the SMO extremely negatively.
The attitude to what was happening quite quickly
turned out to be one of the main criteria, according
to which people began to divide compatriots into
“us” and “them”.

Among all age categories, for the youth it
has become the most difficult dilemma. Not only
because hostilities affected it first of all, but also
due to the lack of rich life experience, it was dif-
ficult for young people to take in the situation and
determine their attitude towards it. More than
twenty years have passed since the end of the pre-
vious military campaign (i.e. on the territory of
the Chechen Republic) — from then a whole gen-
eration has grown up, which simply did not have
the remotest idea of military operations and daily
reports from the fronts.

By the fact that most of the information about
the SMO Russian youth receives from the mass
media and, in particular, from the Internet sourc-
es, the question arises of the role of media edu-
cation in the formation of an adequate attitude of
young people to what is happening. Under current
conditions, the importance of media literacy pro-
motion arguably becomes even more obvious than
ever. The need for consolidation of Russian society
in the context of ongoing global confrontation has
become a significant factor in actualization of the
idea of the mass incorporation of elements of me-
dia education into the system of domestic second-
ary and higher education.

It should be noted that national surveys re-
garding the reaction of the population to the SMO
are conducted regularly, but the results broken
down by age groups are not always made available
to the public. For example, the All-Russia Public
Opinion Research Center carries out relevant re-
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search every month, but publishes only general-
ized (i.e. for all respondents, regardless of their
age) data on its official website [1]. In addition, at
the end of 2022, the Center’s specialists adminis-
tered a survey in which they asked respondents to
evaluate the significance and formulate their atti-
tude not to the SMO as a whole, but only to certain
events within its framework [2].

The Public Opinion Foundation measured the
attitude of Russians towards the SMO four times,
but did so only until March 20 [3]; since then, re-
sults of the relevant surveys have not been present-
ed on its website. And only Yuri Levada Analyti-
cal Center (from this point onward Levada-Center,
recognized as a foreign agent in Russia) conducts
surveys into this issue every month and publishes
detailed results, structured, among other criteria, by
age. That is why the results of measurements car-
ried out by Levada-Center in April, 2023 [4] will be
presented below (at the time of writing this article,
these were the most recent data).

Apart from this, the empirical basis of the cur-
rent research was also the results of our own online
questionnaires and focus group interviews. From
November 1 to November 15, 2022, 2055 people
aged 14 to 35 and residing in 63 regions of Russia
were interviewed.

The online questionnaire consisted of 27
questions, including 8 closed, 1 open and 16 semi-
closed; 2 more questions implied the need to evalu-
ate on a six-point scale (from 0 to 5) the level of
respondents’ trust in various sources of information
and the correctness of the development of various
spheres of public and state life in modern Russia.
The final sample consisted of 2021 questionnaires:
34 questionnaires were not selected for analysis due
to the fact that respondents did not answer all ques-
tions or gave answers to open-ended questions that
were not relevant to the essence of the survey.

Statistical error in our sample (with a confi-
dence interval of 0.95) does not exceed: 3.4% for
numbers close to 50%; 2.9% for numbers close to
25% / 75%; 2% for numbers close to 10% / 90%;
and 1.5% for numbers close to 5% / 95%.
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When forming the sample, quotas were used
by gender, age, and place of residence of respond-
ents. As a result, 61.9% of women and 38.1% of
men were surveyed. 75.7% of them live in admin-
istrative centers of the Russian Federation subjects,
18.3% reside in regional centers, 6% — in rural ar-
eas. According to the age criterion, respondents
were distributed as follows: from 14 to 17 years old
— 5.4%; from 18 to 25 years old — 83.7%; from 26 to
30 years old — 4.6%; from 31 to 35 years old — 6.3%.
At the time of the survey, 1% of respondents studied
at comprehensive schools; 1.9% attended special-
ized secondary schools; 83.9% studied at the uni-
versity; 9.8% were employees; 2.4% were engaged
in entrepreneurship; and remaining 1% chose the
‘Other’ option.

Realizing that there were a disproportionately
large number of students among the respondents in-
terviewed, we nevertheless believe that the sample
formed in this way did make it possible to identify
the main features of assessment of SMO by young
people. Additionally, it is important to take into ac-
count that students are usually considered the most
active, organized, and knowledgeable part of the
youth, which in many aspects accumulates meanings
and ideas that are typical for most people of their age.

After results of the online survey were quanti-
tatively processed in the SPSS program, there was
a need to clarify and specify certain points. To this
end, from November 20 to November 30, 2022,
three focus group interviews were carried out, with
a total of 36 young people having participated in
them. While selecting the focus group interview
participants, we also focused on the gender and age
characteristics of Russian youth. During the focus
groups, young people were asked questions about
the reasons and motives for their use of certain in-
formation sources, how they feel about the SMO,
partial mobilization and those who evade it, as well
as respondents’ attitude to the entry of new subjects
into Russia.

We are convinced that combination of results
of the surveys conducted by Levada-Center and our
online survey, coupled with three focus group inter-
views, made it possible to obtain sufficiently reliable
and valid results, on the basis of which one can make
generalizations and formulate specific recommenda-
tions for media support of events related to the SMO.

Within the scholarly community, the influ-
ence of the SMO on the political worldview and the
consciousness of youth has not yet obtained proper
consideration. Of course, Russian scholars investi-
gate specifics of the political culture and behavior
of young people — in particular, their spiritual and
moral values [5, 6], political and ideological prefer-
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ences [7, 8], and social identity [9, 10]. Quite often,
the focus of scholar’s attention includes formats and
motivation of the electoral and protest participation
of youth [11-14], as well as models of the desired
image of the future of Russia preferred by young
people [15, 16].

Different aspects of youth media consump-
tion are being actively studied by Russian and
foreign researchers. Taking into account specifics
of political culture of citizens of our country and
peculiarities of Russia’s political regime, while re-
viewing research available on the issue we deem it
necessary to focus on analysis of domestic schol-
arships. No doubt foreign scientists make a valu-
able contribution to the development of theoretical
and applied aspects of examination of media prac-
tices inherent in young people. Naturally, they are
primarily interested in exploration of their com-
patriots’ media consumption. However, Russian
youth, to our minds, exists in quite specific social,
political, and informational conditions that must
be taken into account, which, in fact, is what na-
tive scholars try to do.

It should be noted that most often the primary
focus of researchers is either schoolchildren [17,
18], or university students [19, 20]. The rest of the
youth (in its generally accepted sense — i.e. up to 35
years old) either becomes an object of study more
rarely or is mentioned in the context of the entire
population [21, 22].

Substantial portion of research is devoted to the
analysis of motivational factors of media consump-
tion [23, 24]. Scholars actively compare various fac-
tors that encourage young people to use information
sources [25]. At the same time, the idea that young
men and women turn to media (primarily the In-
ternet) more for socialization and self-actualization
rather than for entertainment or information is be-
coming more precise [23].

Of note, the Internet is no longer considered ex-
clusively as a set of technologies. Rather, it has be-
come the natural environment and an organic part
of the daily lives of younger generation [25]. As a
result, needs that were previously met only offline
can now be satisfied directly — through online com-
munication [26].

The interplay between media and political
practices is not actively examined. In this context,
special mention must be made of attempts to inves-
tigate the association between social networking
and political participation [27, 28] and polarization
[29, 30], to identify the impact of social media use
on political attitudes [31, 32], to analyze anti-Rus-
sian propaganda in the Internet communications of
modern Ukraine within the framework of various
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student groups’ media literacy education [33], and
to assess contribution of media criticism to the de-
velopment of media competence of citizens, their
rational and critical attitude to political discourses
formed by the media [34].

Unfortunately, there are not many attempts to
develop an effective model of promoting among
young people the audience’s skills to reasonably
confront the false information [33] or articulate the
importance of media literacy for political commu-
nication in Russia in general [35]. Exacerbating the
situation is the fact that, according to scholars, the
level of media literacy of most young people is actu-
ally not very high [36, 37]. Besides, they often tend
to overestimate the quality of their own media com-
petence [37]. Altogether, it makes youth vulnerable
to the spread of fakes and disinformation.

H Very attentively

® Do not follow it at all

55 and older
40-54
25-39
18-24

Total

m Rather attentively

At the same time, despite rather wide range
of issues covered by researchers, it is obvious that
the SMO’s impact on the political consciousness of
young people has yet to be studied. In this regard,
the purpose of this article was to demonstrate the
peculiarities of the attitude of young people to the
SMO, partial mobilization, and entry into Russia of
new subjects, using the materials of social surveys
and focus group interviews. That being said, a con-
nection was also revealed between the preferred
sources of information and how exactly respond-
ents assess specific events and aspects of the SMO.

For a start, let’s turn to the results of surveys
conducted monthly by Levada-Center. Figure 1
shows a breakdown of the level of attention to what
is happening within the framework of the SMO, re-
corded in April, 2023.

Without much attention

= Have not heard anything about it

0 10 20 30 40

50 60 70 80 90 100 %

Fig. 1. How attentively do you follow the situation around Ukraine? (% of respondents) (color online)

Obviously, as respondents ‘mature’, the pro-
portion of those who are very or rather attentively
following what is happening is steadily growing.
Young people are the least interested in this regard.
On the one hand, it is quite understandable: at this
age people are usually more concerned about prob-
lems and issues of a different nature, most often not
directly related to politics. On the other hand, it is a
little strange, because the youth is the category that
is primarily at risk of being involved in processes
related to the SMO. It seems that this circumstance
is due to the fact that the vast majority of young
people prefer to receive information from the Inter-
net, are used to forming their own media ‘diet’, and
therefore are less (compared with the main part of
the country’s population) influenced by SMO narra-
tives propelled by traditional media. Additionally,
as our online survey revealed, young people’s per-
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ception of the SMO is significantly dependent on
the level of opposition of various age groups to the
current government and to the main directions of
Russia’s home and foreign policy.

Compared to March, 2022, when Levada-Cent-
er first conducted a similar survey, respondents’
interest in what is happening around Ukraine has
slightly decreased. However, it is clear that, firstly,
this is due to the effect of people getting used to
this issue and, secondly, much in this case depends
on specific events taking place in a given period of
time (for example, in September, 2022, which was
rich in resonant events at the military fronts, atten-
tion span increased dramatically to 32% and 34%,
respectively).

The above-mentioned dependence on the re-
spondents’ age can also be traced in relation to the
level of support for Russia’s actions (Figure 2).
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H Definitely yes  ® Rather yes

55 and older

40-54

25-39

1824

Total

= Rather no

H Definitely no  ® Difficult to answer

0 10 20 30 40

T T T T T

L)
50 60 70 80 90 100 %

Fig. 2. Do you personally support the actions of the Russian armed forces in Ukraine? (% of respondents)
(color online)

It is noticeable that the younger people are,
the more skeptical they remain about what is hap-
pening. But even so, slightly more than half of the
youngest age group of respondents definitely or
rather support Russia’s actions on this issue. More-
over, in the older cohort of the youth (25-39 years
old), the level of support reaches 69%.

Assessing the overall dynamics of change in
this indicator, we can state a slight decrease in the
share of people who definitely support Russia’s ac-
tions (in March, 2022, there were 52% of them) and
almost unchanged number of those who rather sup-
port them (28% in March, 2022, and 29% in Febru-

u Definitely continue hostilities

m Definitely start peace talks

55 and older
40-54
25-39
18-24

Total

® Rather continue hostilities

ary, 2023). Fluctuations in the number of non-sup-
porters during this time did not exceed 3—4%. We
attribute this to the fact that since the beginning of
the SMO, many have lost some illusions they had
before: the hopes for a quick military victory did not
come true; some defeats and retreats were perceived
by society very painfully; the number of casualties
turned out to be unexpectedly large; taken together,
all these factors have led to a decrease in the degree
of support for Russia’s policy in Ukraine.

Respondents’ ideas about how the conflict be-
tween Russia and Ukraine should be developed fur-
ther are also very indicative.

= Rather start peace talks

m Difficult to answer

T T T T

0 10 20 30 40

T T T T T 1

50 60 70 80 90 100 %

Fig. 3. Do you think hostilities should continue now or it is better to start peace negotiations?
(% of respondents) (color online)

Again, as data on Figure 3 show, there is a clear
correlation between respondents’ opinions and their
age. Younger citizens tend to be more peaceful. And
vice versa: the older the person, the more often he

lMonanTonornsa

or she is a supporter of the continuation of hostili-
ties. What can it be connected with? Perhaps with
a richer life experience of people of middle and
older age, who understand that not every conflict

317



==

U3B. Capart. yH-Ta. Hos. cep. Cep.: Coumonorus. lNonutonorus. 2023. T. 23, Beir. 3

can be resolved through negotiations. Also, we can-
not discount the fact that, opting for negotiations,
some young people may simply be unwilling to find
themselves in the SMO zone.

A similar question (but with only three options
for an answer available) was first asked by Levada-
Center specialists in August, 2022. Then, the op-
tion ‘continue hostilities’ was chosen by 48%, ‘start
peace talks’ — 44%, and ‘difficult to answer’ — 8% of
respondents. As one can see, since then the militant
mood of Russian citizens has slightly decreased.

Most likely, this was due to roughly the same rea-
sons mentioned in relation to evaluating the actions
of the leadership of our country.

Let’s turn to the results of our survey. As pre-
viously noted, its purpose was to identify views of
young people on more specific issues within the
SMO that were not touched on by federal survey
centers.

Quite interesting results were obtained after
processing the respondents’ answers to the question
about the root causes of SMO (Table 1).

Table 1
What do you think are the main reasons for launching the SMO? Choose no more than three answers
(% of respondents)
Protection of the Russian Federation borders from the spread of NATO influence and deployment of new 526
foreign military bases near the territory of Russia ’
Protecting the population of Donetsk and Lugansk People’s Republics, ending the war and forcing peace 45.2
Ukraine posed a real threat to the security of the Russian Federation, it wanted to attack Russia and get 198
nuclear weapons ’
Changing political course of Ukraine, denazification 19.0
Russia’s desire to annex some Ukrainian territories or total accession of Ukraine to the territory of the Russian 16.6
Federation ’
Establishment of a puppet (dependent) government on the territory of Ukraine 14.2
Raising ratings of state power, specifically the President of the Russian Federation, as a result of a small 13.6
victorious war ’
Other selfish political and economic motives of the government of the Russian Federation 12.8
Difficult to answer 20.1

The first two answer options appeared to be
by far the most popular. Despite the fact that young
people are much less likely to use traditional me-
dia, in which the position of the state is promoted
systematically and consistently, in this case it can
be stated that respondents chose those very reasons
that are most actively articulated at the official level
as prerequisites for the start of the SMO.

Conspicuous is the fact that the third most
frequent option was ‘Difficult to answer’. Results
of the focus group interviews showed that, among
other reasons, this was due to relatively low level
of interest in what is happening, which has been
already noted above. Not paying much attention to
the Ukraine-related events, many respondents quite
naturally found it difficult to name the prerequisites
and causes of the outbreak of hostilities.

The ideas of young people about the causes of
the conflict quite clearly correlate with their vision
of its perpetrators (Table 2).

Data presented on Table 2 show, that more than
60% of respondents blame the Western countries
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and, in particular, the United States for what hap-
pened. It is rather surprising that of all the rest, Rus-
sia is considered the culprit of the conflict by almost
twice as many young people as Ukraine. In other
words, the majority of the youth in general agrees
with interpretation of the causes and perpetrators of
the conflict propelled by the authorities, but at the
same time, one in five considers Russia responsible
for it. Answers to other questions in the question-
naire and focus group interviews showed that this
position is most often taken by liberal-oriented re-
spondents who blame the country’s current leader-
ship for Russia’s confrontation with the West and
Ukraine.

As far as differences in the opinions of respond-
ents who prefer different sources of information are
concerned, several revealing points are catching
the eye. Predictably, TV viewers blame the United
States and the West in general for what is happening
more than others. They also became the only cohort
in which Ukraine is considered the culprit more of-
ten than Russia (opinions of respondents in terms of
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In your opinion, who is responsible for starting the conflict in Ukraine? (% of respondents) e
Option of an answer
Preferred sources Western countries Donetsk and All that
of information” The USA | together with the | Ukraine | Russia | Lugansk People’s was Other
USA (NATO) Republics mentioned

Total 15.3 46.4 11.3 21.1 0.6 4.4 0.9
The Internet (93.0) 15.0 46.1 11.6 21.2 0.6 4.6 0.9
TV-programs (31.9) 19.5 56.6 12.6 7.1 0.7 3.0 0.5
The print press (4.8) 15.1 46.6 13.7 17.8 1.4 2.7 2.7
Radio (4.6) 20.0 46.7 9.3 20.0 1.3 2.7 0
fggii;“?ﬂ:g:@ g| 159 47.4 14.1 17.9 0.4 35 0.7
(ngzgers’ higher-ups 14.2 52.3 14.2 14.8 0.6 2.6 13

“There are percentages of respondents who chose such an answer to the question “Where do you most often learn about
the events taking place in the country? (Choose up to three answers)” in parentheses.

‘Ukraine or Russia’ culpability among those who
learn the news from teachers and higher-ups are
within the measurement accuracy). Among the Inter-
net-users, the setup is quite the opposite: the United
States and NATO are blamed a little less often while
Russia — more often. Those who are accustomed to
learning about events from teachers, lecturers, and
superiors, by and large, think about the same way
as those watching TV. Most likely, the reason is that

%

people from whom they learn about events within
the framework of the SMO, in their turn, more often
receive information from TV-programs.

Worthy of separate attention is the attitude of
young people to the partial mobilization announced
in Russia. Figures 4 and 5 show the general ratio of
answers to the question asked and the breakdown
based on the sources of information preferred by re-
spondents respectively.

35,0

30,0

25,0

20,0

15,0

10,0

5,0

Definitively
positively

323 303
19,7
13,0
4,7
0,0 _J T T T 1

Rather positively Rather negatively

Definitively  Difficult to answer

negatively

Fig. 4. How do you feel about the partial mobilization announced in Russia? (% of respondents) (color online)

In contrast to assessments of the SMO as a whole,
young people are much more skeptical about mobili-
zation: more than half of respondents do not support
it. It is quite indicative that 30.3% found it difficult to
answer this question. Apparently, some of them expe-
rienced a kind of cognitive dissonance between sup-

lMonanTonornsa

porting the SMO and internal rejection (or even fear)
of the partial mobilization necessary for its success-
ful implementation (this idea was voiced by several
participants during our focus group interviews).
Those who receive information from their inner
circle (relatives, friends, acquaintances) and from the
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Fig. 5. How do you feel about the partial mobilization announced in Russia? (% of respondents in relation
to their preferred source of information) (color online)

Internet are most suspicious about the partial mobili-
zation, while the print press readers and TV viewers
are comparatively more supportive of it (Figure 6).
As it turned out later in the course of focus group
interviews, those who prefer to read newspapers and

%
50

magazines were among the most loyal to the mobili-
zation due to the fact that there are practically no op-
positional print media left in Russia — therefore, that
small part of respondents still reading press mainly
uses sources which are loyal to the government.
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Fig. 6. How do you feel about those who evade partial mobilization? (% of respondents) (color online)

Whereas about a third of the respondents found
itdifficult to formulate their attitude to partial mobi-
lization, in relation to those who evade it, a segment
of the undecided youth accounted for almost 45.0%.
In our opinion, there is a certain internal contradic-
tion again. As some focus group participants told
us, on the one hand, many support the SMO, but
at the same time they fear that they themselves or
their relatives may well be found among the mo-
bilized. Therefore, projecting this dissonance onto
other people (including those who preferred to leave
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the country, hiding from possible mobilization), re-
spondents deem it difficult to clearly define their at-
titude towards the ‘evaders’.

Those who were able to formulate their opinion
on this issue were distributed approximately in equal
proportions among the four variants of attitude. At the
same time, the option ‘rather negative’ turned out to
be slightly more popular. It is noteworthy that the pro-
portion of people who feel generally negative about
mobilization (52.0%) appeared to be noticeably larger
than the part of those who have a positive attitude to-
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wards ‘evaders’ (23.3%). In other words, some young
people believe that evading mobilization is bad, even
though mobilization itself is not good either.

%
35,0

At last, special question of our questionnaire
was devoted to the attitude of young people to the
entry of four new regions into Russia (Figure 7).
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Fig. 7. How do you feel about the entry of new subjects into the Russian Federation (Donetsk and Lugansk
People’s Republics, Kherson and Zaporozhye regions)? (% of respondents) (color online)

Again, one can see a fairly large proportion of
respondents who found it difficult to answer. In our
view, this may indicate at least two things. First,
the complexity of the processes in relation to which
respondents were asked to form their opinion (there
is still no consensus on this issue even among the
expert community). Secondly, the aforementioned
lack of attention paid by some young people to what
is happening around Ukraine. Being up to speed,
they would certainly have a more or less considered
opinion on this matter.

The number of those who positively (to one
degree or another) perceived the inclusion of

Donetsk and Lugansk People’s Republics, Kher-
son and Zaporozhye regions into the Russian Fed-
eration (49.0%) is slightly less than the number of
young people who support the actions of the Rus-
sian armed forces in Ukraine (see Figure 2). What
does it mean? Judging by the opinions expressed
during the focus group interviews, some believe
that the SMO should have been launched solely in
order to demilitarize and denazify the neighboring
state, but not in order to take part of its territories
(Figure 8).

As for the differences depending on the sourc-
es of information preferred by young people, here
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Fig. 8. How do you feel about the entry of new subjects into the Russian Federation (Donetsk and Lugansk
People’s Republics, Kherson and Zaporozhye regions)? (% of respondents in relation to their preferred
source of information) (color online)
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we can once again see a kind of ‘polarity’ between
the opinions of TV viewers and Internet users: the
former demonstrate the highest level of approval,
the latter — the lowest. In terms of loyalty to the de-
cisions made by the government, quite a bit behind
the TV viewers are those who receive the bulk of the
information about what is happening from teach-
ers, lecturers, and superiors. This is not surprising,
since in most cases they convey exactly those ideas
and meanings that the official authorities produce.

These were the main results of surveys regard-
ing the attitude of youth towards SMO. Obviously,
young people assess what is happening less enthusi-
astic than society as a whole. However, it is impor-
tant to emphasize that most of them still support the
SMO, but the level of this support is significantly
lower than that of representatives of older ages. As
for the attitude towards partial mobilization and the
inclusion of four new subjects in Russia, the approv-
al level is even less than half here. Thinking of pre-
ferred options for continuing the conflict, among the
young there are much more of those who are advo-
cating the start of peace negotiations with Ukraine.

We believe that there are several reasons for
such a specific (compared with the typical for the
whole society) attitude of young people to what is
happening.

Firstly, these are the age features of this social
stratum. For the first time faced with a situation
when a country is participating in hostilities, young
people are involuntarily frightened of what is hap-
pening and experience serious difficulties in shap-
ing their own attitude to it (this is indirectly evi-
denced by the number of respondents who chose the
options “Difficult to answer”). Having no rich life
experience, relatively little interest in politics and
history (including the peculiarities of formation,
development, and collapse of the USSR, the history
of the Great Patriotic War and the fight against fol-
lowers of Bandera as the most cruel accomplices of
Nazi Germany), a significant part of the respondents
believe that the territories where there are hostili-
ties are primordially Ukrainian lands, and that any
conflicts could be resolved at the negotiating table.

Secondly, political socialization of today’s
young people largely took place within ideological
vacuum. Therefore, it is quite difficult for them to
understand the ideas about the common historical
past of Russians and Ukrainians, their cultural, re-
ligious, and ethnic kinship. ‘Russian world’, ‘frater-
nal peoples’, ‘common historical past’ — these and
similar concepts are understandable for not every
person born in the 1990™ and later. Moreover, at
a certain stage of our recent past, this ideological
vacuum began to be filled with Western values.
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Ideas of priority of interests of the individual over
society, human rights and freedoms, orientation
towards ensuring, first of all, material well-being
were absorbed by young people and came into clear
dissonance with the obvious and inevitable results
of the SMO (i.e. a large number of wounded and
dead, destruction of infrastructure facilities, threats
of terrorist attacks, etc.).

Thirdly, media practices that are widespread
among the youth also play a rather important role.
In a situation when 93% of young people prefer to
learn the news from the Internet, possibilities for
a person’s informational autonomy are objectively
expanding. By and large, everyone builds their
own echo chamber, which makes it extremely dif-
ficult for any information flows that are ‘alien’ to
this chamber’s owner to break through. In many
ways, this is why justifications and interpretations
of what is happening within the framework of the
SMO, produced by the government, simply do not
reach the majority of the youth audience. This is
confirmed by the fact that, according to our surveys,
those who still watch TV (that is to say those who
are easier for the state to ‘reach out to’) are notice-
ably more loyal to the SMO-related narratives.

In a sense, this conclusion echoes the thesis
of S. Ushkin, who surveyed residents of Mordovia
and demonstrated the influence of media practices
common among them on attitudes towards federal
and regional political institutions; in particular, he
focused on the differences in assessments by so-
called TV and the Internet ‘parties’ [38].

Another possible reason flows logically from
the previous one — that is the nature and characteris-
tics of the SVO coverage at the official level. An of-
ficial point of views is not only presented mainly in
traditional media and is thus practically not avail-
able in the space of new media that are much more
in demand among young people. Besides, serious
questions arise (and not only among young people,
by the way) in relation to the quality, reliability, and
efficiency of the information broadcast by the state
on the progress of the SMO (this was especially of-
ten criticized in the first eight or nine months; by the
end of 2022, according to our observations, there
have been some changes for the better). Delays in
information releases, extremely rare voicing of data
on the losses of Russian military personnel, use of
euphemisms (for example, “planned regrouping”,
“relocation” or “alignment of the front line” instead
of “retreat”) — to name but a few obvious problems
in this area. Under such conditions, young people,
who are already very skeptical about official news,
in search of relevant and truthful information move
even faster to social networks and instant messen-
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gers, subscribing to a variety of (not always reli-
able and trustworthy) publics and thereby becom-
ing practically unattainable for the media influence
from the government.

Taking all the aforesaid into consideration, it
can be assumed that in the future — as the SMO con-
tinues — an improvement in the attitude of young
people towards it seems very unlikely. Rather, on
the contrary: fatigue and psychological stress will
accumulate from daily reports of tragedies, losses,
and problems associated with hostilities. It is also
hardly possible to radically and quickly change the
format and scope of distribution of the official in-
formation about the SMO, since this is a very iner-
tial process. Therefore, the only way in which the
authorities could count on a noticeable improve-
ment in the attitude of young people to the SMO
in the short term is global (and not local) successes
of Russia on the military fronts. In this case, even
young people who live in their own informational
cocoons would certainly begin to assess what is
happening in Russia and abroad more realistically
and constructively.

At the same time, our research also showed
that, from a strategic point of view, a change in
oppositional mood of a significant part of Russian
youth is possible only as a result of systemic trans-
formations in all spheres of public life in modern
Russia and elimination of obvious dysfunctions and
contradictions in the economy, social sphere, cul-
ture, education, health care, and the legal sphere,
associated with corruption and social injustice, as
well as with the lack of consistent focus on protect-
ing national interests of the country.

Without solving these problems, growing at-
tention of state structures to patriotic education of
the younger generation in schools and universities
will turn out to be a limited measure, unable, given
the easy access to various sources of information, to
change the dominance of critical attitude of young
people to the existing political and economic struc-
ture of the Russian state and main directions of its
home and foreign policies.
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