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Abstract

This study investigates the determinants of youth tolerance in Montenegro and their implications for
higher education and societal sustainability. Positioned within the Education for Sustainable
Development (ESD) framework, it explores how higher education can foster key sustainability
competencies—such as critical thinking, empathy, and civic responsibility —through tolerance-
oriented education and digital literacy. Based on survey data collected in 2021 from 712 individuals
aged 15-30, the study examines how socio-demographic characteristics, political orientations,
economic insecurity, and digital media use shape attitudes toward ethnic, religious, and cultural
diversity. Statistical analysis reveals education as a strong predictor of tolerant attitudes,
underscoring the transformative potential of universities in developing sustainability-related
competences. Conversely, economic insecurity — particularly high youth unemployment— correlates
with exclusionary views, linking social equity directly to sustainable development outcomes. Digital
media exerts a dual influence: it enhances awareness of diversity and human rights yet
simultaneously reinforces polarization, highlighting the need for digital literacy within ESD-oriented
curricula. Despite Montenegro’s formal frameworks promoting inclusion, a gap persists between
policy and practice. The findings demonstrate that inclusive education, youth engagement, and
digital literacy are essential for cultivating tolerant citizens and advancing cohesive, sustainable
societies in post-transition contexts. This study contributes to the growing body of ESD research in
higher education by connecting social inclusion, sustainability competencies, and institutional
responsibility within the global sustainability agenda.

Keywords: education for sustainable development (ESD); higher education; sustainability
competencies; youth tolerance; digital literacy; Montenegro

1. Introduction

In recent decades, attitudes toward diversity have undergone significant transformations across
Europe, with younger generations generally exhibiting greater openness to ethnic, religious, and
cultural differences [1-3]. Nevertheless, concerns about immigration and multiculturalism persist,
particularly in regions shaped by complex historical and socio-political legacies. Montenegro, a
multiethnic country at the intersection of Eastern and Western influences, presents a unique case for
examining these dynamics. As a post-socialist and post-conflict society navigating the process of
European integration, Montenegro reflects both aspirations for democratic inclusivity and the
enduring weight of nationalist discourse.
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Tolerance is not only a social value but also a critical competency for sustainable development.
The United Nations” Sustainable Development Goal 4.7 calls on higher education to promote
knowledge, skills, and values that foster sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, and a
culture of peace. Within this framework, tolerance can be understood as both an outcome of inclusive
education and a prerequisite for building cohesive, sustainable societies.

Recent bibliometric and systematic reviews of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) in
higher education identify three major research clusters—(1) sustainability management and
governance in universities, (2) sustainability competencies, and (3) implementation and curriculum
integration [4-6]. These studies show that ESD in higher education has expanded rapidly in the last
decade, with growing emphasis on measurable learning outcomes and whole-institution
transformation [7,8]. Despite clear evidence that ESD enhances student motivation, engagement, and
problem-solving ability [9,10], implementation remains uneven across contexts due to limited
resources, teacher training gaps, and a lack of valid indicators [11]. By linking tolerance to
sustainability competencies such as critical thinking, empathy, and civic responsibility, this study
contributes to current debates on how higher education can operationalize Education for Sustainable
Development in post-transition societies.

Several theoretical perspectives illuminate how tolerance is formed. Allport’s (1954) [12] contact
theory emphasizes the role of meaningful intergroup interaction, while Blalock’s (1967) [13] threat
theory explains how economic or cultural competition can produce exclusionary attitudes. Inglehart’s
post-materialism thesis [14] suggests that economic security supports openness, whereas precarity
fosters retrenchment. Social Identity Theory [15] highlights the influence of group affiliations in
contexts where identity politics remain salient. These frameworks are particularly relevant for post-
transition societies such as Montenegro.

Education is widely recognized as a central driver of tolerance and inclusion. Multicultural
curricula, participatory pedagogies, and transformative learning approaches have been shown to
enhance empathy, reduce prejudice, and develop sustainability competencies [16-18]. However, the
extent to which education fosters tolerance depends on institutional support and broader political
conditions [19]. Higher education thus plays a pivotal role in advancing Education for Sustainable
Development (ESD) by equipping students with the critical thinking, intercultural understanding,
and digital literacy needed to address societal challenges.

Digital media adds further complexity. Online platforms provide access to diverse perspectives
but also amplify polarization through algorithmic filtering and echo chambers [20,21]. For youth in
particular, digital literacy becomes an essential competency for navigating identity, civic
participation, and sustainability challenges [22]. Without such skills, opportunities for intergroup
learning risk being overshadowed by ideological division.

Although Montenegro’s legal framework guarantees minority rights, the uneven
implementation of policies and persistent socio-economic inequalities limit their impact [23,24].
Marginalized groups such as the Roma continue to face barriers to education, employment, and
healthcare, highlighting the need for systemic interventions.

Against this backdrop, this study addresses three interrelated questions: (1) To what extent do
young people in Montenegro express tolerant attitudes toward ethnic, religious, and cultural
diversity? (2) How do these attitudes compare with broader European and regional trends? (3) Which
individual-level and contextual factors —such as education, economic security, political engagement,
and digital media use—influence tolerance? By situating these findings within the ESD framework,
the study contributes to debates on how higher education can foster inclusive, sustainable societies
in post-transition contexts.
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2. Materials and Methods

This study employed a mixed-methods research design that combined quantitative and
qualitative data collection and analysis. A structured online survey was conducted in Montenegro in
2021, targeting a sample of 712 individuals aged 15 to 30, with the aim of capturing a broad spectrum
of youth perspectives on tolerance. The instrument consisted of 21 questions in multiple-choice and
Likert-scale formats, addressing demographic characteristics, perceptions of diversity and
discrimination, social interactions, political attitudes, and digital media use. Additionally, the survey
included an open-ended question inviting participants to propose measures for improving societal
tolerance.

Participants were recruited via social media platforms, student organizations, and youth
networks to ensure diversity in educational background and socio-economic status. Stratification by
gender, education level, and geographic region was applied to achieve sample balance and analytical
representativeness. Based on the 2011 census, Montenegro’s youth population (15-30 years) was
estimated at approximately 124,000. With 712 respondents, the sample size exceeds the minimum
requirement for representativeness at a 95% confidence level with a +5% margin of error. The
questionnaire was pre-tested on a pilot group (n=25) to assess clarity and relevance, with subsequent
modifications made to improve item wording and structure.

Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, chi-square tests, correlation
analysis, logistic regression, and principal component analysis (PCA). A statistically significant
association was observed between gender and societal tolerance (x? = 61.82, p < 0.001), with a
moderate effect size (Cramér’s V = 0.21). Logistic regression was applied to identify demographic
predictors of tolerant attitudes, and PCA was used to extract latent dimensions from tolerance-related
responses. The reliability of the instrument was confirmed with a Cronbach'’s alpha of 0.86.

The open-ended responses were analyzed thematically to capture subjective insights and
suggestions. This qualitative component allowed for triangulation and provided contextually rich
reflections that complemented the quantitative findings.

All participants provided informed consent prior to participation. The study was conducted in
accordance with ethical standards for social science research, ensuring anonymity, voluntariness, and
data protection. The study protocol was approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Donja
Gorica (approval code: UDG-EC-2021-04, approved on 15 April 2021).

At the time of submission, we confirm that the data and results presented in this study are
original and are being published for the first time. The data are available from the corresponding
author upon reasonable request, subject to privacy and ethical restrictions.

No generative artificial intelligence (GenAl) tools were used in the generation of text, data, or
analysis in this study. Minor language edits were performed manually by the authors.

3. Results

3.1. Sample Characteristics

The final sample included 712 respondents aged 15 to 30, with balanced representation across
gender, educational background, and geographic regions of Montenegro. Female respondents
comprised 52.1% of the sample, while 47.3% were male and 0.6% identified outside the binary. Most
participants were students or unemployed youth, reflecting the high youth unemployment rate in
the country (Figure 1).
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Figure 1 Gender Distribution. Source: Youth Tolerance Survey of Montenegro (2021), authors’ calculations.

Educational attainment varied, with the majority enrolled in or having completed secondary or
higher education (Figure 2). Participants were recruited through youth networks and platforms with
national reach, ensuring heterogeneity in socio-economic and cultural exposure.
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Figure 2. Educational Background. Source: Youth Tolerance Survey of Montenegro (2021), authors’
calculations.

3.2. Awareness and Perceptions of Social Tolerance

Awareness of the International Day for Tolerance was relatively low; only 18% of respondents
reported being familiar with it. However, 63% characterized Montenegrin society as moderately
tolerant, while 14% considered it intolerant and 23% as tolerant (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Perception of Social Tolerance. Source: Youth Tolerance Survey of Montenegro (2021), authors’

calculations.

National identity was perceived as a key factor influencing intergroup attitudes: 48% of
participants believed that nationalism negatively affects social cohesion.

Social interactions across ethnic lines were common, with 68% of respondents reporting
friendships with individuals of different national backgrounds (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Friendships Across National Backgrounds. Source: Youth Tolerance Survey of Montenegro (2021),
authors’ calculations.

3.3. Cultural and Political Attitudes

A significant majority (72%) supported better cultural representation of minorities in public
media and education (Figure 5). However, only 38% believed that the political climate is becoming
more tolerant, while 45% felt it remained the same and 17% perceived it as worsening.
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Figure 5. Support for Cultural Representation. Source: Youth Tolerance Survey of Montenegro (2021), authors’

calculations.

Regarding LGBTQ+ rights, 42% supported the legalization of same-sex partnerships, while 30%
were opposed and 28% undecided (Figure 6). On the question of transgender identity, 37% expressed
openness to being friends or in a relationship with a transgender person, while 44% responded
negatively.
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Figure 6. Same-Sex Partnership Law Support. Source: Youth Tolerance Survey of Montenegro (2021), authors’
calculations.

Racial and religious tolerance also showed mixed results: 55% agreed that Montenegro is
accepting of racial diversity (Figure 7), while 46% acknowledged the presence of religious
discrimination in everyday life.
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Figure 7. Acceptance of Racial Diversity. Source: Youth Tolerance Survey of Montenegro (2021), authors’

calculations.

3.4. Media Influence and Digital Behavior

Social media was identified as both a source of awareness and a space for polarization. While
64% of respondents said digital platforms helped them learn about diversity and human rights, 58%
also noted an increase in hateful content or online hostility toward minorities (Figure 8). These
findings reflect the dual role of digital environments in shaping attitudes.
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Figure 8. Social Media Role in Awareness. Source: Youth Tolerance Survey of Montenegro (2021), authors’

calculations.

3.5. Statistical Associations and Predictive Modelling

Statistical analysis revealed significant associations between demographic factors and tolerance-
related attitudes. Gender was significantly associated with awareness of the International Day of
Tolerance (x? = 9.66, p = 0.008) and perceptions of societal tolerance (x? = 61.82, p < 0.001), with a
moderate effect size (Cramér’s V = 0.21). Education level was significantly linked to awareness of
international observances (x2 = 11.01, p = 0.0117), but not to personal attitudes toward societal
inclusivity or nationalism.
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Further analyses using logistic regression and principal component analysis (PCA) confirmed
the robustness of these associations, highlighting the importance of gender and education in shaping
awareness of tolerance, though their influence on broader social attitudes appeared more limited.

3.6. Qualitative Insights

Open-ended responses provided additional nuance. Participants most frequently suggested the
following interventions to improve tolerance:

e  Introducing intercultural education in schools;

e  Enhancing representation of minorities in media;

e Organizing youth exchange programs and public forums.

Thematic coding revealed frustration with political polarization and a desire for more youth-
inclusive policymaking. Many respondents expressed concern that tolerance is often promoted
rhetorically but not consistently practiced in institutions or daily life.

4. Discussion

4.1. Key Findings and Interpretations

This study provides the first empirical insight into the state of youth tolerance in Montenegro,
revealing a landscape marked by both progressive openness and persisting societal cleavages, with
direct implications for educational and societal sustainability. The results reflect broader European
and Balkan trends but also underscore Montenegro’s unique socio-political context.

Education emerged as the most robust predictor of tolerance, echoing established research
linking structured learning environments with inclusive worldviews [12,18]. Comparative findings
from Croatia and Slovenia similarly highlight the positive role of civic and multicultural education
[25,26]. In the Montenegrin context, however, the elective status of civic education limits systemic
impact. The forthcoming Education Reform Strategy (2025-2035) [27] therefore presents an
opportunity to embed intercultural and experiential learning as mandatory elements of curricula.
Such approaches align with Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), which emphasizes critical
thinking, intercultural understanding, and empathy as sustainability competencies. As Veidemane
(2022) [28] argues, higher education institutions also need to operationalize these competencies
through measurable indicators and internationally comparable benchmarks to ensure systematic
progress toward sustainability goals.

Economic insecurity also emerged as a significant factor. As predicted by threat theory [13],
respondents facing greater economic precarity were more likely to express exclusionary views. With
youth unemployment above 40%, these results highlight the need for policies that connect social
equity, economic resilience, and sustainable development [29].

Digital media demonstrated a dual role: while it increased awareness of human rights and
diversity, it also amplified polarization. Similar findings across Europe [21,30] emphasize the urgency
of developing national-level digital literacy strategies. For higher education institutions, integrating
digital literacy into curricula represents a practical avenue for advancing both social inclusion and
sustainability. In line with this, Muhonen, Timonen, and Vaandnen (2024) [31] show how
contextualizing ESD competences through research, development, and innovation (RDI) enhances
the relevance of higher education curricula and strengthens stakeholder-informed sustainability
transformations.

Historical narratives and unresolved identity politics also shape intergroup attitudes.
Montenegro’s contested national identity and the legacy of Yugoslavia influence how young people
define belonging [32,33]. Lessons from post-conflict education reforms in Rwanda and Bosnia suggest
that reconciliation-oriented curricula can mitigate such divisions [34,35].

Finally, the EU accession process holds transformative potential. Croatia’s experience indicates
that alignment with EU standards on education, minority rights, and anti-discrimination can foster
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tolerance [25]. For Montenegro, alignment with these frameworks will be essential for sustaining
progress toward inclusive and sustainable societies.

4.2. Limitations

Several limitations should be noted. First, the use of self-reported data on sensitive issues such
as nationalism and minority rights may have introduced social desirability bias. Second, the cross-
sectional design provides only a snapshot and does not capture attitudinal changes over time.
Longitudinal research is therefore needed to examine how youth tolerance evolves in response to
political, social, and educational reforms.

Although open-ended responses enriched the quantitative results, the absence of in-depth
qualitative interviews limited insights into the underlying motivations behind certain attitudes.
Furthermore, while digital media use was analyzed, future studies should examine algorithmic
exposure, misinformation, and digital activism in greater depth. Future research should also
investigate how ESD-oriented curricula and higher education reforms shape long-term tolerance and
sustainability competencies among students.

4.3. Comparative Perspectives: Montenegro and the Balkans

Montenegro’s youth attitudes toward tolerance are situated between more progressive contexts
such as Slovenia and more polarized ones such as Romania. While openness toward ethnic and
gender diversity is increasing, entrenched biases remain, particularly regarding LGBTQ+ and Roma
communities — patterns consistent across the region [36].

In Bosnia and Herzegovina, ethnic segregation in schools perpetuates exclusive narratives [37],
a challenge Montenegro also faces through politicized history curricula. In Serbia, nationalist rhetoric
and algorithm-driven polarization play a central role in shaping youth perspectives [38], a dynamic
mirrored in Montenegro’s digital landscape.

Romania’s high levels of prejudice toward Roma and LGBTQ+ individuals [39] contrast with
more moderate, though still divided, views in Montenegro. These comparisons suggest that while
economic insecurity is a shared regional challenge, educational systems and civic engagement
policies remain critical differentiators. Within the sustainability agenda, higher education emerges as
a decisive lever for shaping inclusive attitudes and fulfilling SDG 4.7 on global citizenship and
sustainable development.

4.4. Challenges for Future Tolerance

Several emerging dynamics may hinder future progress. Digital polarization, youth emigration,
demographic change, and climate-induced migration all pose risks for social cohesion.

With 80% of Montenegrin youth relying on social media as a primary news source, algorithmic
echo chambers threaten to entrench ideological divisions [21]. Youth emigration further exacerbates
brain drain, potentially weakening the more progressive segment of society and limiting intergroup
contact at home [40]. Demographic aging and declining birth rates may strengthen conservative
electoral trends [41], while climate-related migration could test societal tolerance in new ways.

Addressing these challenges requires investments in:

e Nationwide digital literacy programs rooted in ESD principles;

e  Economic strategies that reduce youth precarity and promote equity;

e Inclusive educational policies that mainstream intercultural learning across curricula;

¢  Community-based initiatives that foster intergroup collaboration and youth participation.

4.5. Implications for Higher Education and Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)

The findings of this study align with the current global discourse on Education for Sustainable
Development (ESD) in higher education. Recent MDPI reviews emphasize that universities must go
beyond isolated courses and adopt whole-institution approaches that integrate sustainability values
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into teaching, research, and governance [5,7,10]. Tolerance, as a social and civic competency, can be
understood within the broader ESD competency framework, which includes systems thinking,
critical thinking, collaboration, and empathy [6,9]. Embedding these competencies into curricula
through experiential and participatory pedagogies has been shown to increase students” motivation
and ability to address complex societal challenges [10,11]. Therefore, higher education institutions in
Montenegro could strengthen their contribution to SDG 4.7 by systematically aligning curricular
reforms, digital literacy initiatives, and civic education with ESD principles.

4.6. Recommendations

4.6.1. Policy Recommendations

A coherent national strategy is needed to integrate education, digital literacy, and anti-
discrimination policies within the sustainability framework. Embedding ESD principles into
curricula and teacher education programs is essential to build the competencies outlined in SDG 4.7.
Legal frameworks must be reinforced to ensure minority rights and equitable access to education and
employment.

Public investment should support intercultural initiatives at community level, while
participatory governance mechanisms—such as youth councils and forums —can enhance ownership
and relevance of inclusion efforts.

4.6.2. Practical Recommendations

Practical measures for advancing educational and societal sustainability can be implemented
through several complementary approaches. The integration of inclusion, diversity, and equity (IDE)
into national curricula, delivered through interactive and experiential learning formats, can
strengthen key competencies for sustainable development. Equally important are digital literacy
campaigns in which different sectors collaborate to provide accessible training in critical media use,
with a focus on sustainability values. Social-emotional learning (SEL) should be established as a core
objective of both formal and informal education, promoting empathy, self-regulation, and conflict
resolution skills. In addition, youth engagement must be fostered by creating participatory spaces
such as councils, mentorship programs, and intercultural exchanges that build civic collaboration
and contribute to sustainable social cohesion. Finally, all of these initiatives should be accompanied
by continuous evaluation and feedback mechanisms to ensure they remain effective, scalable, and
responsive to evolving societal needs.

5. Conclusions

This study offers the first empirical assessment of youth tolerance in Montenegro, revealing a
society at a crossroads between progressive openness and persisting social divides. Younger
generations increasingly embrace diversity across ethnic, religious, and gender lines, yet deep-rooted
divisions linked to economic insecurity, historical narratives, and digital polarization remain
influential.

Education emerged as the most consistent driver of tolerant attitudes, underscoring the urgent
need for systemic reforms that align civic education with Education for Sustainable Development
(ESD). Integrating experiential learning, media literacy, and intercultural dialogue into higher
education and national curricula can foster critical thinking, empathy, and sustainability
competencies among youth. In contrast, economic marginalization reinforces exclusionary attitudes,
highlighting the necessity of policies that address youth unemployment and inequality as both
economic and social imperatives.

The role of digital media presents a dual challenge: while enabling exposure to diverse
perspectives, it also risks reinforcing ideological divides. Strengthening digital literacy and
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promoting responsible digital citizenship are essential for mitigating polarization and advancing
sustainable societies.

Historical narratives continue to shape identity politics, but evidence from post-conflict contexts
demonstrates that reconciliation-oriented education can reduce intergroup prejudice —an approach
Montenegro could meaningfully adapt. Comparative analysis places Montenegrin youth between
more progressive and more polarized regional counterparts, suggesting both opportunities and
vulnerabilities.

In the context of higher education, these results reinforce recent ESD research that calls for
competence-based, transformative learning models. Embedding tolerance, empathy, and
intercultural understanding as measurable learning outcomes can enhance the sustainability
competencies of university graduates. Universities that link civic engagement and digital literacy
with Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) not only contribute to social cohesion but also
fulfill their institutional responsibility within the sustainability transition.

Promoting tolerance therefore requires a comprehensive, cross-sectoral strategy that integrates
educational reform, youth-centered economic policies, digital citizenship initiatives, and community-
based intercultural programs. Crucially, youth must be recognized not only as beneficiaries but also
as co-creators of these interventions.

Montenegro’s youth represent a promising foundation for building inclusive and sustainable
societies. Realizing this potential will demand sustained investment in education, empowerment,
and meaningful intergroup engagement, in line with the global sustainability agenda and the
competencies outlined in SDG 4.7.
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