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Abstract

Little is known about the wellbeing of young people living in post-Soviet na-
tion contexts such as Kazakhstan. The qualitative data reported represents the
views of 309 Kazakhstani young people on their conceptualizations of wellbe-
ing that fell broadly into three major thematic categories: external factors
from one’s surroundings; relationships with others; and internal aspects of the
self. The direct consequence of inadequate physical environment on health
and the environment’s impact on psychological wellbeing through leisure,
lifestyle, education, and employment opportunities were emphasized. Affir-
mative connections with others were associated with increased levels of emo-
tional wellbeing. The importance of making independent choices as well as
being actively involved in leisure, volunteering and extracurricular school ac-
tivities for achieving optimal levels of wellbeing was highlighted.
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1. Introduction

Interest in young people’s wellbeing has been steadily increasing across political,

social and educational contexts as reflected by attempts at conceptualization, de-

finition and quantification through the burgeoning number of internationally

comparable indicators and frameworks [1] [2] [3]. An increased attention to-

wards the monitoring of young people’s wellbeing can also be found at the policy

level, especially after the United Nations developed the Convention on the

Rights of the Child in 1989. Since this declaration, there have been numerous

international calls to not only include young people’s wellbeing in systematic
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and detailed statistical national accounts [4] [5] [6] [7], but also to develop posi-
tively framed youth wellbeing indicators suitable across developmental trajecto-
ries [8].

It has been widely recognized that a strong sense of wellbeing enables young
people to engage positively and confidently with their environments and there-
fore to take full advantage of learning opportunities [9]. While the importance of
young people’s wellbeing on effective learning and positive development is un-
disputed, there are still conflicting perspectives on what young people’s wellbe-
ing actually looks like and how to effectively measure it [10] [11]. However, it
should be noted that the concept of wellbeing has often been discussed in the li-
terature as an “elusive” concept challenging to define [12]. These difficulties
have been commonly linked to the nature of wellbeing as a multidimensional
phenomenon, making it difficult to encapsulate in a brief theory and hence to be
operationalized as a universal measurable quantity [10]. Another critical contri-
buting factor to the apparent challenge in defining wellbeing may be its multi-
disciplinary nature, with the concept of wellbeing being commonly described as
an umbrella term that encompasses an array of specific indicators and concepts
[13] with no agreed definition across disciplines [14].

Moreover, when seeking to understand the complexities of wellbeing, the im-
portance of cultural context is inherent in any description of wellbeing as a so-
cially contingent construct embedded in culture and prone to change and rede-
finition over time, both in terms of changes in individual’s life course as well as
socio-cultural context [10] [14] [15]. Therefore, when considering the relevance
of wellbeing for different individuals and groups, wellbeing measures and poli-
cies need to be continually reassessed and redefined in order to ensure that they
are still meeting the wellbeing needs of the society in question [16].

The research project presented in this article attempted to capture young
people’s conceptualization of their wellbeing by utilizing qualitative, young
people-focused research methodology. This kind of research not only affirms
young people as competent social actors, and therefore valid source of informa-
tion [15], but also emphasizes cultural context, thus enabling for better capture
of local understandings and the diversity of meanings young people give to
wellbeing [17]. More importantly, little is known about the wellbeing of children
and young people living in post-Soviet nations contexts such as Kazakhstan [18]
and even less is known about how political and educational reform has impacted
on generations brought up under the very different regimes of capitalism and
communism [19]. Therefore the aim of this paper is to add to the existing body
of knowledge on young people’s wellbeing by utilizing the case of Kazakhstan as
an illustrative example of a post-Soviet context of non-Western traditions and

culture.

2. Kazakhstani Context

Kazakhstan declared its independence from the Soviet Union in 1991 and joined
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the Commonwealth of Independent States. Since then it has undergone a signif-
icant economic transformation by actively engaging in a wide range of political
reforms, which include a modernization agenda to improve public service provi-
sion, with increased focus on educational reform [20]. These wide-reaching and
ongoing social changes in life conditions and lifestyles have also transformed
values. This period of economic prosperity has contributed to the transition
from a collectivist approach to individualism, which is complicated and contro-
versial in Kazakhstani traditional society, especially for the older generation [21].
Research suggests that younger cohorts are more interested in personal competi-
tiveness, careers, entrepreneurship and freedom of conviction, all values charac-
teristic in Western societies, which coexist with certain collectivist traditional
historical and cultural features in the minds of younger generation [22]. Mukh-
tar [22] further argues that despite these transformations, in the culture of con-
temporary Kazakhstan family, labor, and prosperity still come forefront which
allow for the blurring of boundaries between traditional and individualistic val-
ues. In addition, a socioeconomic crisis has engulfed Kazakhstan in the past
three years and has considerably affected young people’s health and wellbeing,

especially those who are most vulnerable [23].

Young People’s Views on Wellbeing

Increasingly, young people’s views have been recognized as providing a unique
perspective of the world and positively contributing towards the better moni-
toring of key issues affecting their lives, while enabling the more effective devel-
opment of student centered quality supports, services and policies [24]. Howev-
er, this has not always been the case as research into young people’s wellbeing
has been widely appropriated as a way of capturing adult aspirations for young
people [25]. Adults’” views have traditionally informed policy and practice, with
parents often considered to be the primary voice of their child [15]. It has been
argued that this adult-centered approach has led to the development of defini-
tions and theories of young people’s wellbeing that are often conceptions that
convey adults’ understanding of young people’s wellbeing as opposed to young
people’s own constructions of their wellbeing [26]. There has also been little ac-
knowledgement that children’s and young people’s perspectives are different and
separate from those of adults, thus young people have been rendered as “objects”
rather than active participants [27]. However, emerging evidence has highlighted
that children and young people do not necessarily share adults’ views on what is
important to them and their wellbeing, further highlighting that we cannot sole-
ly rely on adults’ inferences [14] [26] [28]. The inclusion of young people’s
perspectives in all stages of research has also been identified as a crucial step in
building a solid foundation on which to develop data collection instruments that
are relevant and meaningful to young people, potentially enabling the develop-
ment of more valid and reliable measures and indicators of young people’s well-

being [25]. So far, no research has attempted to explore what wellbeing means
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for young people in Kazakhstan; therefore rather than take an assumptive air of
what young people need, the project reported in this paper sought to explore
young people’s perspectives on their wellbeing directly to determine how young

people in Kazakhstan conceptualize and define the complex issue of wellbeing.

3. The Study

This paper draws on data collected as part of a wider mixed-methods collabora-
tive research project that lasted two years (April 2015 - June 2017) and was or-
ganized in four phases. Qualitative data that were collected in phases one and
two from 49 mixed-gender focus groups (5 - 7 participants) from grades 9 (be-
tween the ages of 13 - 14 years), 10 (between the ages 15 - 16 years) and 11 (be-
tween the ages of 17 - 18 years) will form the focus of this paper. All participants
were selected on a voluntary basis either by the research team members or class
teachers to ensure a willingness to participate. As the research was conducted in
mainstream schools during lessons, the grades and thus participants were se-
lected based on their availability. It is also important to note that the qualitative
data reported on in this paper were obtained from four distinct school clusters
representing the range of schools that exist in Kazakhstan in order to provide a
more comprehensive picture of young people’s wellbeing. Cluster I (CI)
represents selective secondary schools. The non-selective secondary schools were
then divided into the three following clusters: cluster II (CII) (urban mainstream
secondary schools), cluster III (CIII) (rural mainstream secondary schools), and
cluster IV (CIV) (multi-graded small village schools where students from dif-
ferent age groups are educated in the same class and are a particular feature of
the Kazakhstani educational system in sparsely populated areas). The data were
drawn from eleven different locations and included 29 secondary schools, cov-
ering south, east, west, north-west, north, and central Kazakhstan (for more de-

tail please see the Table 1 below).

Table 1. Methodological and ethical considerations.

School location and number Focus Groups Number of group
of schools in each location (2 - 7 people) interviews in each cluster
Almaty (3) Mixed Grade (1) Cluster I (5)
hymkent (2 de 9 (1 luster II (2
Phase 1—May 2015: scoping visit to conduct first Shymkent (2) Grade S (1) Cluster I (2)
inquiry into how wellbeing is conceived and managed Astana (2) Grade 10 (1) Cluster II1 (1)
nauty W & v 8 Pavlodar (2) Grade 11 (6) Cluster IV (1)
=9 X=9 X=9
Akmola (3) Grade 9 (8) Cluster I (12)
Atyrau (6) Grade 9 & 10 (7) Cluster II (21)
Kokshetau (1) Grade 10 (7) Cluster III (6)
Phase 2—November 2015: more detailed inquiry Kostanay (1) Grade 11 (16) Cluster IV (1)
into the constructs of wellbeing in Kazakhstan Oskemen (4) Grade 12 (2)
Shymbkent (6)
Zhambyl (1)
r=22 X =40 X =40
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The researchers abided by the ethical guidelines of the British Educational
Research Association (BERA) and the British Psychological Society (BPS) in or-
der to apply ethical and research integrity. Ethical approval was further granted
according to procedural requirements and via the relevant routes for both uni-
versities involved in the collaborative research project—in the UK and Ka-
zakhstan. All participants were informed about the research, their rights, and
what their potential participation would entail. They were also assured of ano-
nymity and confidentiality alongside the right to withdraw at any stage before
each interview took place. Permission was sought to record (digitally) the con-
versations and, once assent was granted, the recording began with a reminder
not to mention people by name if possible. Assurances were also given regarding
confidentiality and access to the data and its safe storage. All transcribed data
were anonymized prior to analysis and translators employed to generate tran-
scripts in English were required to destroy all digital copies of the data other
than the end transcripts and to sign confidentiality agreements. Participants
were free to converse in Kazakh, Russian or English as they preferred with live
translation provided to and from English. The request for consent was also given
in the chosen language.

Focus groups were chosen as the primary method of data collection as they
have the potential to reveal narrative representations of social experience and
elucidate the meanings they have for the speaker [29]. The use of focus groups
also enabled the creation of data from multiple voices, while allowing the re-
searchers to capture young people’s views by uncovering those aspects of under-
standing that often remain hidden in the more conventional in-depth inter-
viewing method [30]. Despite the reported strengths of focus groups, it is im-
portant to consider some of the limitations of this method. These include the
tendency for certain types of socially acceptable opinions to emerge and for cer-
tain types of participants to dominate the research process, therefore it is crucial
to analyze focus group data in ways which do not ignore these limitations [29].

The research team consisted of one group facilitator (one of the seven primary
researchers) and one translator. The translators were local Kazakh and Russian
speaking PhD students with excellent knowledge of both English and the subject
area. During the group interviews, the participants responded to a series of
open-ended questions based on the interview protocol developed in a collabora-
tive process between the researchers. The interview guide included dominant
themes such as relationships, hobbies, health and environment, identified in pre-
liminary research encounters and from extant literature on the topic of wellbe-
ing [30]. During the interviews, in-depth dialogue was encouraged concerning
the significance of the various themes from each participant’s perspective. The
implementation of such an approach also enabled the process of data collection
to be systematic and comprehensive while simultaneously allowing the freedom
to be situated as fairly naturalistic and conversational. It is also important to

note that the translators were also involved in the validation of the interview
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protocol for its cultural appropriateness.

Moreover, it has been argued that the use of translators in the research process
is of epistemological consequence as the translators themselves form a part of
the process of knowledge production. Also, the power relationship between the
researcher and the translator needs to be considered as the researcher often re-
lies on the translator’s perspective to a certain extent [31]. In this study, howev-
er, translators played an important part in the process of knowledge production.
They were actively engaged in ongoing debate and reflection on the interview
process and often provided feedback based on which appropriate adaptations to
the respondent’s cultural context could be made. More importantly, their ex-
change of local knowledge provided a basis for the development of more cultu-
rally sensitive and aware research into young people’s wellbeing. Furthermore, as
the intention was to learn about young people’s perspectives and experiences,
researchers made sure that they used words and phrases that were familiar and
developmentally appropriate for each age group in order to safeguard opportun-
ities for free expression in ways that were most meaningful or familiar to the
participants [32].

The most critical methodological issues stem from the questions of how to in-
troduce and the concept of “wellbeing” to young people in Kazakhstan and how
to select or design methods that will elicit their perspectives on this abstract
concept. We began the focus groups by asking our participants to pictorially
represent or, if preferred, to write down, five things that make people of their age
feel good and good about themselves plus five things that make people feel the
opposite. The rationale was to make salient and invoke thinking on the two pri-
mary aspects of wellbeing of hedonism (feeling good) and eudemonism (func-
tioning well) in simplified terms. The drawings were therefore used in an explo-
ratory manner as an elicitation tool to discover how young people in Kazakhstan
conceptualize wellbeing and what they consider to be important factors influen-
cing their wellbeing, with an intent to elude imposing adult-centered concerns
[33]. By implementing the drawing activity, participants were encouraged to be
more actively involved in the research, while also allowing them time to think
about what they wished to portray and what message they would like to convey.
The use of drawings in research can provide other benefits as well. The image
can be changed and added to, hence participants are more likely to experience
better control over the form of expression, unlike an interview situation where
responses tend to be quicker and more immediate [32]. Discussions between in-
dividual participants and researchers about the meanings of their creations after
completion helped to continue to give prominence to the young people’s inter-
pretations of wellbeing. This stage also allowed rapport to be built between the
researchers and participants, hence mitigating the unequal power relations be-
tween young people and adults [33].

Substituting the term “wellbeing” was vital, as many young people were not

familiar with this term due to challenges in its literal translation into Russian
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and Kazakh. In both languages the notion of wellbeing tends to imply two
meanings; “good health” and “financial prosperity”. Hence the decision was

«

made to substitute the term “wellbeing” with a term that referenced how the
person felt such as “happy”. However, asking young people what makes them
“happy” and “unhappy” may focus attention on “fun” and “affect” at the expense
of a focus on a deeper internal feeling, state or experience [32]. In order to miti-
gate the risk of simply recording a hedonistic transitory mood state and also to
trigger functionality (eudemonism), researchers also used probing questions
asking participants for concepts or elements that were associated with a “good

day” and a “bad day”.

Data Analysis

Interview transcripts were analyzed and coded in Nvivo 10 which provided a
valuable tool for analyzing the interviews thematically [32] [34]. Thematic anal-
ysis was chosen as a primary method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting
patterns within the data and for its compatibility with the constructionist para-
digm [35]. The themes within the data came from open coding of data without a
pre-existing framework [32]. Responses were analyzed using the thematic analy-
sis procedure as described by Braun and Clarke [35]. First, the interview tran-
scripts were carefully read and re-read in order to identify meaningful units of
text relevant to the research topic. Secondly, units of text dealing with the same
topic were grouped together in analytic categories. It is important to note that, if
appropriate, the same unit of text could be included in more than one category.
Thirdly, the data were systematically revisited to ensure that a named theme
(node) had all data relevant to support the topic included.

In addition, this study’s thematic analytical approach was derived from Braun
and Clarke’s view of coding as a flexible, active, and reflexive process that in-
evitably bears the mark of the researcher(s), further suggesting that there is no
“accurate” way to code data, hence the logic behind inter-rater reliability va-
nishes [35]. However, in order to ensure that the nuances unique to Kazakhstani
culture were captured and represented appropriately in the data interpretation
process, the decision was made to conduct further data analysis by randomly se-
lecting 10% of the transcripts already coded by a non-Kazakh researcher to be
coded by a native Kazakh on the team. The coding was then compared and only
a few slight variances were identified. These variances were minimal, often the
result of differing word choice, and did not prevent the capture of the exact or

very similar essence of the selected text.

4. Kazakhstani Young People’s Conceptualization(s) of
Wellbeing

In this study, young peoples’ conceptualization(s) of wellbeing fell broadly into
three major thematic categories: external factors from one’s surroundings; rela-

tionships with others, and internal aspects of the self. This is consistent with the
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literature that suggests that these three elements of environment, inter- and in-
tra-personal factors are essential when considering the wellbeing of young
people [3] [24] [36] [37], further highlighting the ambiguous and multifaceted
nature of the construct of wellbeing [15]. The thematic units identified in this
study were consistently reflected in the data, providing a basis for a conceptual
framework for wellbeing as identified by the young people in Kazakhstan. This
took on a trio of representative factors that moved from external to interactional
and then internal facets (summarized in Figure 1 below). It should be also
noted, that even though different aspects of school context and school related
factors such as school engagement, teachers, peer support, parent involvement
and perceptions of academic autonomy were identified and associated with var-
ious aspects of the participants’ wellbeing, it is not within the scope of this article
to report on these findings. These results will be reported in a separate article.

In the following section, the results and discussion are presented together,
along with supporting exemplar quotations from focus groups. In order to
maintain anonymity whilst still providing a comprehensive picture of findings in
terms of personal background; participants’ gender, school-grade, school cluster

and geographic location are provided for each quote.

5. External Factors from One’s Surroundings

This first element to wellbeing was generally beyond the personal control of in-
dividuals and was a consequence where they lived and of what resources they
had to hand to deal with their circumstances. Environments that young people
most commonly talked about were their homes, schools, and local areas. These

sites where described as places where they lived day-to-day lives, and where their

Wellbeing

e =

External factors Sense of self and

Relationships

(Wealth as mitigation) self-worth
P | ~ ) ~ (
Equity and _
Physical the ethos of Derived from
A local - altruism, physical .
environment Local . Friends and L Derived
(effects on opportunities | | communities Family others activity and from school
health) plus purswtf1 oult5|de
international schoo
relations

Figure 1. Summary of major themes emergent from young people’s own constructs on their conceptualization of wellbeing in
Kazakhstan.
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physical and emotional domains coincided. The physical environment, as de-
scribed by young people in this study, included: land; air; water; plants; animals;
buildings; other infrastructure; and resources that may provide opportunities for
social and economic development. The social environment was described in
terms of layers which started with concrete local issues of personal safety result-
ing from the local environment and school (tempered by the material resources
available to mitigate any effects) and which then moved on to discuss more ab-
stract concerns of international conflict and terrorism stemming from media
reporting and educational initiatives. The discourse on external factors can
therefore be split into four strands: firstly, the direct consequence on physical
wellbeing from the environment as it affects health; secondly, the environment’s
impact on psychological wellbeing through current leisure, lifestyle and educa-
tion opportunities alongside future employment prospects; thirdly, real and im-
minent concerns over personal safety and, fourthly, more abstract concerns over
personal and national security. A final part to this section on external factors to
wellbeing considers how material wealth interacts with the environment and
opportunities alongside perceived matters of social equity such as the effects of

widespread corruption.

5.1. Physical Environment and Health

Many young people expressed concerns about their own health, as well as the
health of their family members and friends. Personal good health status was
identified as an important factor influencing optimal functioning and emotional
wellbeing. This is clearly a recurrent feature in the literature and one of the
mainstay factors in most large-scale research initiatives regarding wellbeing [1]
(6] [38] [39] [40].

If you are healthy, you can manage to do anything. If I get ill, yes, I lose my
self-regulation skills and time management skills of course. (Male, G9, CI,
Oskemen city, east Kazakhstan)

I think the first thing (factor promoting wellbeing) is health. I mean both
mental and physical health. I think that when we say “happy” we mean
thankful for something like I don’t have serious illness. (Female, G10, CII,
Shymkent city, south Kazakhstan)

The majority of participants perceived a clean, safe, and healthy environment
as vital for achieving optimal physical and emotional wellbeing. However, many
young people who lived in industrial, mining, and oil and gas producing cities in
Kazakhstan reported serious environmental issues. Air and water pollution, hos-
tile landscape, extreme weather conditions, as well as flooding caused by flash
floods and lack of drainage in urban areas were commonly linked by participants
in this study to physical harm, emotional distress, and limited engagement in
social activities outside school. Exposure to pollution in Kazakhstan is still pos-
ing serious health and environmental consequences, particularly in urban and

highly industrialized areas, consequently leading to increased mortality, aggra-
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vation of respiratory and cardiovascular diseases, hospital admissions, school
absences, and restricted activity days for many young people in Kazakhstan [41].
These concerns are also echoed in the recent OECD multidimensional review of
Kazakhstan that states that, even though overall quality of life in Kazakhstan has
improved significantly over the last decade, health outcomes still remain a great
challenge, and may remain so, unless a strong stimulus is given by the govern-
ment to improving environmental conditions [42]. To take this further and to
generate insight and understanding in how health and the local environment in-
teract from the research reported here, the quotation below represent the points
made by the sample as a whole regarding the importance of clean air in relation
to health:

GM4 (female): Here in Ust-Kamenogorsk, it’s happening to all of us. We
have little brothers and sisters, relatives and we worry about them. The last
case of emissions was awful, everyone felt bad, half of all students felt bad at
school.

GM1 (female): In summer, when it is hot, and there is no wind and every-
thing is still, it’s terrible. I mean people suffer with nasal pharynx, and in-
digestion. Many children are sick, and they were born sick already. (G11,
CI, Oskemen city, east Kazakhstan)

5.2. Physical Environment and Opportunities

Free and easy access to parkland or other such leisure areas to include a variety
of amenities were often identified as factors associated with increased levels of
wellbeing. These findings are echoed within the literature [43] and confirm that
young people’s happiness and satisfaction with their environments is related to
their overall wellbeing. Unfortunately, in this study many participants reported
not only a lack of facilities in their local areas, but also expressed worries about
their future educational and employment prospects. Young people living in
small towns, remote rural areas as well as deprived urban areas often express

these concerns. For example:

There is lack of places in our city where we can have rest or relax. There are
several parks, but it is cold in the winter, and there is lack of special places
for leisure. (Female, G9, CIII, Atyrau city, north-west Kazakhstan)

GM2 (female): There are some places to work, but they are not many inter-
esting professions in our city.

Interviewer: So what are the typical professions here?

GM1 (male): Teachers and doctors and there is a railway, crushed stone
plant and military plant in the city. (G10, CIII, Ereymentau town, north-

ern-central Kazakhstan)

5.3. Social Environment and Personal Safety (Home, Local
Community, and School)

In this study, young people identified feeling safe and secure as crucial to their
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wellbeing. The participants described a range of factors that could provide a
sense of security and safety. These included having parents and friends that pro-
tect you and treat you well, as well as having a safe home, school, and local
community. Unfortunately, many young people reported concerns pertaining to
their personal safety and expressed feelings of helplessness in dealing and re-
solving these issues, further highlighting the negative impact on their wellbeing.

For example:

GMS5 (male): There is a prison not far from us. When a lot of people were
freed from prison the crime rate increased rapidly in our city.

GM1 (female): Yes, we live in such awful district.

Interviewer: How does it influence your wellbeing?

GMS5 (male): You hear news about what happens in the city, in families,
different cases, and you start worrying and think how to protect your family
and yourself. (G10, CIII, Oskemen city, east Kazakhstan)

In contrast, the general consensus among those interviewed in rural areas was
the belief that they lived in harmony with most of their peers at school as well as
with people in their local community. Young people from rural areas tended to
describe strong bonds with their peers as well as adults in their community. A
recurrent comment among these young people was that their peers were like
their brothers and sisters, which was defined in the context of growing up to-
gether and knowing everyone well, further suggesting the development of strong
bonds from early age. Another common comment was that their village was “a
big family” and that they felt safe in their local community, with no major

crimes and negative behaviors reported. For example:

In the village, everyone knows each other, no one fights and no-one takes
drugs. Everyone knows each other in the village, has good relationships
with each other and has a lot of friends. (Female, G11, CIV, Taraz city,

southern Kazakhstan)

5.4. Social Environment and More Generalized National and
International Concerns (Peace, Harmony and Tolerance)

Unfortunately, many young people expressed fears about war, terrorism, con-
flicts, the rise of extremist ideologies and financial crisis in Kazakhstan. These
findings are in accord with previous studies that have highlighted young people’s
concerns and fears about their personal safety related to international conflicts,
financial crises, and wars [44]. Young people in this study perceived themselves
as helpless to do to anything about these issues, and called for society that is
more tolerant. A tolerant society was defined in terms of unity, care, love, and
respect for each other despite differences such as ethnicity, social status, disabil-
ity, and religious beliefs. Some young people also expressed the need to change
societal attitudes towards young people with disabilities and orphans living in

Kazakhstan, while arguing for more inclusive societal approaches to reduce po-
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verty and inequality. These quotations represent the points made by the sample

as a whole:

GM2 (male): I wish there was no strike in Kazakhstan, because of devalua-
tion of tenge. One loaf of bread is 150 tenge, they say it can be 1000 tenge
and people can rebel because of that, war can start because of that.

GM3 (male): Yes and here are some people who follow radical religions like
Wahhabism. They are trying to distribute their ideas. They attract new
members. Children, school students... (G11, CIV, Shymkent city, south
Kazakhstan)

A lot of people suffer from wars and we need to help them. It is the same
with disabled children or people, we can’t ignore them. I think that our so-
ciety should be more tolerant. (Female, G10, CI, Oskemen city, east Ka-
zakhstan)

5.5. Having Material Resources

There is no dispute that the vast majority of young people interviewed were
aware that money provides increased and inequitable access to cultural activities,
social capital and educational opportunities. Having sufficient material resources
was not only seen as having opportunities to purchase goods and services, but
also portrayed as being able to provide a decent standard of living for families.
Some participants discussed their own experiences of relative poverty and ex-
pressed concerns pertaining to the impact of poverty on their close relatives.
Some accounts also highlighted the shame associated with poverty. These find-
ings are echoed in literature exploring factors influencing young people’s well-
being [15] [43]. More importantly, in this study poverty was commonly linked to
issue of corruption in Kazakhstan. These issues are commonly identified by
young people in Central Asia as contributing towards a sense of insecurity in
their society and highlighting feelings of oppression and economic exclusion.
Money and corruption are often mentioned as pervading negative factors in
educational establishments [44]. These quotations represent the points made by

the sample as a whole:

Money plays an important role, even if the majority says that material val-
ues are not important. You need money for food, for relaxation, for simple
things. (Male, G10, CII, Atyrau city, north-west Kazakhstan)

GM9 (male): What I can say about the Kazakhs economy is that the corrup-
tion is widespread. The corruption takes place in educational sphere too.
GM1 (female): Yes, some people even buy educational grants. (G10, CI,

Oskemen city, east Kazakhstan)

In this section, the impact of external factors from one’s surrounding on dif-
ferent aspects of wellbeing was discussed. The direct consequence on physical
wellbeing from the inadequate and hostile physical environment as well as the

environment’s impact on psychological wellbeing through leisure, lifestyle, edu-
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cation, and employment opportunities was highlighted. Real and imminent
concerns over personal and national safety and more abstract concerns over
personal and national security were explored. This section also provided a
unique insight into how material wealth interacts with both the environment
and opportunities alongside perceived matters of social equity such as the effects

of widespread corruption.

6. The Quality of Relationships

In this study, relationships featured strongly across all cohorts and were consis-
tently considered by young people to be directly relevant to, and having impact
on their wellbeing. The type, quality, and affection associated with relationships
played an essential part in how young people reported their subjective wellbeing
in a variety of contexts and situations. Far more important than a multiplicity of
relationships (a specific number of friends) seemed to the perceived quality of
relationships. There was a common agreement among participants that wellbe-
ing can be enhanced through good quality of personal relationships based on
values such as being reliable, available when needed, honest, fair as well as
showing interest, respect, commitment and a willingness to listen to and taking
the views of others seriously. These qualities were primarily listed in relation to
family and friends, but it was apparent that young people also value them in
their relations in schools and communities as highlighted in previous young

people’s wellbeing research [15] [36]. For example:

It is easy to make friends and you can find them everywhere. But it is the
best friend who understands you, who puts you in a good mood, who
makes your day, who tells you when you are wrong, and who shows you

your mistakes. (Female, G10, CIII, Taraz city, southern Kazakhstan)

In this study, wellbeing was bound with the experience of being supported by
others. Young people commonly linked social support with an increased ability
to cope with stress and unfavorable situations. The participants also pointed out
that support from relational network members was vital for achieving optimal
levels of wellbeing. Based on young people’s descriptions, support could be ca-
tegorized into four main categories: informational (guidance or advice), instru-
mental (resources such as spending time with someone or providing them with
materials or money), emotional (companionship, affection, and trust) and ap-
praisal support (evaluative feedback and/or enhancement of self-worth). These
findings are congruent with the social support literature that highlights young
people’s views of the significance of being supported, especially when dealing
with unfavorable situations and/or transitioning into adulthood [45]. In addi-
tion, feelings of being supported, valued, and respected by others were identified
by participants in this study as important psychological factors enabling more
positive thinking and diminishing some of the negative aspects of daily life. For

example:
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Failure affects your self-esteem. When you feel like a failure but your family
gives you help and good advice you can change and achieve your goals.
(Male, G10, CIII, Taraz city, southern Kazakhstan)

When you feel down your friends can cheer you up and help you, at least
psychologically if not materially. (Male, G9, CII, Shymkent city, south Ka-
zakhstan)

My home is a very important place for me. I know that there is always
someone waiting for me and it makes me feel like I am wanted and needed.
(Female, G9, CI, Kokshetau city, northern Kazakhstan)

These findings are echoed within literature which documents that young
people perceive stable and supportive relationships to be beneficial, as they pro-
vide encouragement, guidance and endorsement at key life events, as well as
provide someone to turn to at points of crisis and change [45]. It has also been
acknowledged that the experience of positive, safe and stable relationships can
help young people to build secure attachments, develop self-confidence,
self-esteem and self-reliance, thus contributing toward a strong sense of identity
and belonging [46]. More importantly, if these foundations are in place, young
people are afforded the best chance to secure positive long-lasting educational,
health and overall wellbeing outcomes [47].

As can be gleaned from the references to familial ties above, family was clearly
of paramount importance to young people’s wellbeing. The majority of partici-
pants in this study described family as a place where one feels supported, res-
pected, loved, valued, and included. Affirmative connections with relatives and a
positive family climate were frequently associated with increased levels of emo-
tional wellbeing. These findings confirm those of extant research which argues
that parents can help their children to develop into emotionally healthy individ-
uals by providing them with a supportive environment, affirmative feedback,
and positive role modeling of healthy behavior and interactions [48].

Some participants also described the negative impact of family dysfunction
such as divorce and parental alcohol abuse on the mental and emotional wellbe-
ing of young people. Family conflict was frequently identified as important
stressors in adolescents and a potential cause of health risk behaviors in youth.

For example:

If the parents get divorced or consume alcohol their children might start
drinking alcohol as well. Family has a big influence on the child (Female,
G10, CII, Atyrau city, north-west Kazakhstan).

I don’t like when my family is unhappy or tired it makes me stressed. (Fe-
male, G9, CI, Oskemen city, east Kazakhstan)

These findings are echoed within literature which highlights that families
characterized by certain qualities are likely to have negative outcomes for mental
health. These characteristics generally include overt family conflict, deficient

nurturing, and family relationships that are cold, unsupportive, and neglectful.
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Families with these characteristics tend to leave their children vulnerable to a
wide range of mental health problems such as anxiety, depression, and antisocial
and health risk behaviors. More importantly, if vulnerable young people who
struggle with mental health problems do not receive adequate and timely help,
these issues are likely to exacerbate and become chronic and long-lasting [49].

In this section the perceived quality of relationships was identified as directly
relevant to and having an impact on young people’s wellbeing. The link between
social support and an increased ability to cope with stress and unfavorable situa-
tions was highlighted. Affirmative connections with adults and peers were fre-

quently associated with increased levels of emotional wellbeing.

7. Self

In this study, a positive sense of self was used through expressions of autonomy
and individualism to define wellbeing by young people. Wellbeing seemed to be
bound with experiences of being valued, experiences of oneself as a good person
and aspiring to achieve, as echoed in study corroborated by Fattore et al [15]. A
sense of self-image tended to be grounded in reflections and feedback from oth-
ers and feeling good about oneself was often linked with concrete achievements
both inside and outside school life. The importance of making independent
choices as well as being actively involved in leisure, volunteering and extracur-
ricular school activities was highlighted by many participants and will be pre-

sented and discussed in further detail in the following sections.

7.1. Ability to Make Independent Choices

In this study, wellbeing was partly defined as the capacity to act freely, make
choices, and exert influence in everyday situations, as reflected in wellbeing lite-
rature that highlights that young people often consider having choices and au-
tonomy as concepts fundamental to their wellbeing [3] [15] [24]. The desire to
make independent choices based on self-interest and personal wishes strongly
featured among the older cohort. Some participants also pointed out constraints
to their freedom by stating that they often felt obliged to fulfill their parents’
wishes and reported that the decisions pertaining to their educational and career

choices were guided and strongly influenced by their parents. For example:

I think the most negative thing is when you don’t have a choice. In my case,
my family tells me that I can do and what I should do so it is a bit of a
problem for me. It brings my wellbeing down. (Female, G11, CI, Kostanay

city, northern Kazakhstan)

The findings from this study support those of extant research which suggests
that the transition to adulthood implies a regulation of distance within the fami-
ly, described as a modification of the balance between connectedness and au-
tonomy. The underlining assumption shared by researchers is that the transition

to adulthood does not imply a disruption of family bonds but a transformation
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in the direction of greater interdependence [50]. In addition, a growing sense of
autonomy is often identified as an important factor enabling young people to
develop towards adulthood, where opportunities to make decisions with support
are considered to positively contribute towards this process [51]. However, it is
important to acknowledge that cultures, particularly in central Asia, tend to val-
ue interdependence such as collective achievement, sharing, and collaboration.
These values often are expressed in parental expectations that children obey au-
thority, share their possessions, and place the family’s and community’s needs

before their own [52].

7.2. Doing Good Deeds (Altruism)

In this study, many participants reported that enhancing self-worth and personal
effectiveness by helping others through volunteering (usually organized via
school as a part of extra-curricular school activities) was important to their
wellbeing. Carrying out good deeds was commonly linked to feelings of happi-
ness, as it felt good to help others in need, especially those who were perceived as
less fortunate. Some participants noted that being a volunteer was not only
beneficial for the person in need but also that through helping others they often
acquired new skills that could potentially benefit them in the future. More im-
portantly, helping others appeared to provide young people with a real sense of
perspective, often highlighted in their accounts describing “how lucky they
were”, and suggesting a more positive outlook on the things that were causing
them stress. When young people living in rural areas were asked about their lei-
sure activities they pointed out having limited time for hobbies due to chores
such as housework, caring for younger siblings and farm animals. However, they
did not seem to perceive doing the chores as constraints on their freedom as
their views highlighted a certain level of personal satisfaction related to feelings
of being useful and helpful, further highlighting the positive impact of altruism
on young people’s wellbeing. These quotations represent the points made by the

sample as a whole:

I love reading aloud for my little sisters. I also like doing sport, especially
wrestling, and planting willows in our garden. I love riding horses and tak-
ing care of our animals. (Male, G9, CII, Shymkent city, south Kazakhstan)

I feel good about myself when I can help other people. It’s good thing when
we do something for others, because we can help and we can learn new
things. (Female, G9, CI, Kokshetau city, northern Kazakhstan)

These findings are further supported by research evidence suggests that al-
truistic attitudes, volunteering, and informal helping behaviors can make unique
contributions to the maintenance of life satisfaction and positive affect [53] [54].
Involvement in pro-social activities can reduce stress as well as improve mood,
self-esteem, and happiness. Helping can also improve social support, encourage

young people to lead a more physically active lifestyle, and distract from person-
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al problems, hence allowing engagement in a meaningful activity and improve-
ment in self-esteem and competence. Being part of a social network might in-
crease feelings of belonging and can help reduce loneliness and isolation. An act
of kindness can improve confidence, control, happiness and optimism. It can
also indirectly encourage others to repeat the good deed and thus contribute to a

more positive community [54].

7.3. Being Active

There was no dispute that active participation in leisure activities was important
for young people’s wellbeing. When participants were asked to name factors they
believed could enhance their own wellbeing the majority of them included in
their descriptions at least one leisure activity. The range of leisure activities de-
scribed was very diverse. The most common leisure activities reported by young
people were listening to music, sport, creative, visual and performing arts, caring
for pets, reading, walking in the nature, internet, social media, and watching TV.
Some of the participants also pointed out that there were many leisure activities
they would like to be involved in, but required payment that many parents could
not afford, which according to their own words made them upset. It should also
be noted that many participants attending selective schools noted that they not
only lacked free time due to the high workload, but they also felt that some of
the school staff members showed negative attitudes towards activities that they
perceived as not academically beneficial.

Based on the participants’ accounts leisure activities were commonly asso-
ciated with sensory experiences such as physical exhilaration in sports, dance,
and/or visual responses to creativity. Some young participants also described
how activities in which they achieved success evoked a sense of recognition and
appreciation, commonly associated with approbation from their family and
friends, further suggesting a contribution to their sense of competence. Being
good at something also appeared to be an important aspect of young people’s
identities and of self-esteem. Their accounts also highlighted that being actively
engaged in leisure activities that were perceived by the participants as meaning-
ful and beneficial played an integral role in building, enhancing, and maintain-
ing social relationships with their peers and family. In addition, some partici-
pants portrayed leisure activities such as music and/or reading as a useful tool in

obtaining desired levels of cognitive stimulation and inspiration. For example:

I like reading books including extracurricular books. They are interesting,
they increase your knowledge and self-confidence. (Female, G9, CII, Atyrau
city, north-west Kazakhstan)

Expressing feelings through active engagement in performing and visual arts
seemed to play an important role in the lives of young people, featuring strongly
for the older cohort especially. Self-expression through art seemed to generate

personal exploration as well as feelings of being heard, and also linked to expe-
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riencing freedom. For example:

Art is like a means of self-expression for me, because a lot of people can’t
understand my point of view. Through illustrations, through art or some
simple kind of dance, I try to do all those things. I can tell something to
people and they will understand me, even if we speak different languages.
(Female, G11, CII, Shymkent city, south Kazakhstan)

Emotional regulation through active engagement in desired leisure activities
also seemed to play an important role in young people’s emotional lives, poten-
tially providing the means through which wellbeing could be enhanced and res-
tored. The role of music was often described through its role in modifying nega-
tive cognitions, assisting rational thinking about life issues, and inspiring crea-
tivity. Some of the participants’ accounts also suggested that the use of music
could help to modify young people’s emotions and levels of arousal when these
were undesirable or discordant with current goals and psychological needs per-
tinent to their wellbeing. These findings are in congruence with previous studies
that highlight that physical exercise and music are commonly used as a mood
regulation strategy by young people, further arguing that these activities can
have great potential to assist in achieving optimal functioning and wellbeing
[55]. In addition, listening to one’s music of choice was often portrayed by
young people in this study as a distraction from negative or undesirable feelings
and thoughts. For example:

Music helps me when I am a bad mood and I can’t share it with my friends
or parents. It puts me in a good mood. (Female, G10, CIII, Taraz city,
southern Kazakhstan)

Being actively involved in challenging and intrinsically motivating leisure ac-
tivities is considered to be a vital part of the development of youth. According to
a study corroborated by Larson and Rusk [56], active participation in meaning-
ful leisure activities can provide context in which young people are likely to de-
velop skills and competencies, form friendships and relationships, achieve men-
tal and physical health, express creativity, develop a self-identity, and determine

meaning and purpose in life.

7.4. Extracurricular Activities via School

Many young people pointed out that their schools provided free accesses to their
facilities via extra-curricular activities that were organized by teachers and social
educators employed by the school. Incorporating extra activities and clubs in
school was commonly described as beneficial for young people’s overall wellbe-
ing. The benefits of extracurricular activities to young people’s wellbeing are
commonly highlighted in youth development studies [57] [58]. These studies
point out that well-structured extracurricular activities can enable young people
to develop and practice valuable social, emotional, and physical skills, develop a

better sense of agency as a member of one’s community, as well as develop social
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support networks of peers and adults that might become a helpful resource in
the present and future. In turn, assets acquired through participation in ex-
tra-curricular activities might facilitate increased school engagement and pro-
vide a protective context in terms of risky behaviors as well as a promotive con-
text in terms of academic performance.

In this section, a positive sense of self was bound with experiences of being
valued, seeing oneself as a good person, and aspiring to achieve. A sense of
self-image was grounded in reflections and feedback from others and feeling
good about oneself via concrete achievements both inside and outside school
life. The importance of making independent choices as well as being actively in-
volved in leisure, volunteering and extracurricular school activities for achieving

optimal levels of wellbeing was highlighted.

8. Conclusions

The data represents the views of 309 young people on their conceptualizations of
wellbeing, which to our knowledge could be considered the first wellbeing re-
search of this nature conducted in Kazakhstan. The study results also clearly
demonstrate young people’s full capacity to not only define, but also deconstruct
the complex topic of wellbeing as highlighted in previous research [10] [15] [36].
Such evidence contributes to the argument that young people can not only pro-
vide unique insights into their lifeworlds but also make meaningful contribu-
tions to understandings of wellbeing, thus extending the current knowledge
base.

Findings reported in this article might be seen as presenting a prob-
lem-focused perspective. However, strength-based approaches also require the
identification of problems in order to activate solutions that facilitate the
self-esteem of individuals and power communities [59]. A key part of a
strength-based approach is also the recognition that some people might think of
a problem as an integral part of their character. Hence separating this problem
from the individual by externalizing it might allow them to deal with it in a more
constructive manner [60]. Therefore further research might explore the “deficit
areas” identified by young people in this study by the use of narrative inquiry. It
has been argued that story telling methodology, which is based on the assump-
tion that inside any problem narrative is a story of strengths and resilience, has
the potential to develop and maintain an individual’s hope, a concept that is
critical to recovery and thus increased levels of wellbeing [61].

In this study, listening to young people’s voices also uncovered a large number
of components young people perceived as affecting their wellbeing in many dif-
ferent ways. This new knowledge can potentially help facilitate the development
of more comprehensive measurements and indicators that are relevant to young
people in Kazakhstan, thus allowing clear targets to be created for effectively
supporting wellbeing. Importantly, it also has the potential to inform the devel-

opment of tools that can provide on-going opportunities for young people to
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self-report on their sense of wellbeing both inside and outside the school con-
text. The findings also indicate variations in the value attributed to different
contextual factors contributing to wellbeing within our sample of participants.
Therefore, in order to provide a more complex and comprehensive picture of
young people’s wellbeing, further analysis is required to identify the extent to
which the differences in values are related to socio-economic attributes such as
socioeconomic background, ethnicity, and gender. The way forward in improv-
ing the wellbeing of young people is for practitioners from other fields and poli-
cy-makers to work collaboratively to address the concerns raised by the partici-
pants.

This paper also provides guidance and we trust further motivation for re-
searchers and practitioners to rise to the challenge of providing young people the
opportunity to contribute to the discussions about their wellbeing. Even though
this paper focuses solely on perspectives of young people and their conceptuali-
zation of wellbeing, it is not proposed that young people’s views should be
sought at the exclusion or detriment of adult’s voices and opinions. Instead, it is
crucial to include perspectives of all stakeholders to ensure that policy, services

and provisions are appropriately meeting the needs of those involved.
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Appendix 1

Drawing activity description (used as a tool to initiate discussion about

wellbeing):
Instructions:

e Draw 5 items/concepts that represent things that you believe have a positive
influence on your wellbeing, making you feel positive and happy.

e Draw 5 items/concepts that represent things that you believe have negative
influence on your wellbeing, making you feel unhappy.

e Please name each of the items/things you draw and explain why you have

chosen to draw it.

Examples of the participants’ pictures:

Interview protocol: Question examples

What does wellbeing mean to you?

What do you think all children and young people need for a good life?

What do you think all children and young people need for a healthy life?
What do you have in your life that you wish others could have as well?

What would you change about your life if you could?

What can stop young people and children from having a happy and healthy life?
What do you think makes children and young people feel happy?

Who would you talk to if you were having a hard time or if you were worried

about your friends?
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