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Abstract: In Kazakhstan, the number of studies on the values of youth has been
growing in recent years. Most of them demonstrate a predominance of family val-
ues. Meanwhile, the country has a disturbing number of divorces, most of which
fall on young families. In the following article, the authors attempt to find an ex-
planation for the existing gap between declared values and actual behavior. For this
purpose, the authors analyzed existing sociological studies related to youth. The au-
thors conclude that people’s responses in surveys may reflect cultural norms and,
therefore, reproduce “ideal” behavior. What respondents claim in surveys can often
differ from their true beliefs and views.
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Angarna. KazakcTanga COHFBI JKbUIIAPBI JKaCTapAbIH KYHIBIIBIKTAPhI TYPaJIbl
3epTTeYNePIIiH CaHbl apThil Kejedi. OnapaplH KONIIIIrT oT0acChUIbIK KYHIBUIBIK-
TapIbIH 0ACBIMJBIFBIH KopceTelli. AJl, eiMi3ie axpipacyiiap CaHbl alaHIaTapIibIK,
oHBbIH OacbIM Oeuiri »xac orbacbuiap apacklHa. Makajiafa aBTopiap KapHusilaH-
FaH KYHJIBUTBIKTAP MEH HAKThl MiHE3-KYJIBIK apachIHIAaFbl O0ap allakThIKThl TYCiH-
nipyre TeIpbicansl. OCBl MaKcaTTa aBTOpIap KacTapra KaTBICTHI Oap oJeyMeTTaHy-
JBIK 3epTTeyNepre Tajaay skacaabl. ABTOpiap ajaMIapiAblH cayaliHamara OepreH
JKayanTapbl MOJICHH HOpMaJlap/ibl KOpPCeTyi MyMKiH, COHJIBIKTaH «UACAIIBD) MiHE3-
KWIBIKTHI KaHFBIPTYBl MYMKIH JIETCeH KOPHITBIHABIFa Keeri. CayamHaManapaa pec-
MOHJEHTTEPIIH alTKaHAapbl KeOiHece OJapAblH IIbIHAKWBI CEHIMIEpl MEH Ke3Ka-
pactapbiHaH e3srenie 00Iybl BIKTUMAIL.

Tyitinoi co3oep: scacmap, omoacwvlIblK KYHOLLILIKINAD, AXNCLIPACY, deyMem-
MAanyIblK 3epmmey.
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Annoranusi. B Kaszaxcrane B mociieqHHe TOABI PAacTeT KOJIHUYECTBO HC-
CIIEJOBAHUN, MOCBSIIEHHBIX EHHOCTIM MOJOACKHU. BOIBIIMHCTBO U3 HHUX J€-
MOHCTPHUPYIOT TIpeoOiajiaHne CeMEeHHBIX IeHHOCTeH. Mexay TeM, B CTpaHe
HaOI0jaeTCsl TPEBOKHOE KOJIMYECTBO Pa3BOAOB, OOJIBIIMHCTBO M3 KOTOPBIX
MPUXOAMUTCS HA MOJOJbIE CEMbU. B cTaThe aBTOPHI MBITAIOTCS HAWUTH OOBsICHE-
HUE CYIIECTBYIOIIEMY Pa3pbiBy MEXIY JICKIApUPyEMbIMH IEHHOCTSIMH U Peaib-
HbIM T10BesicHueM. C ATOH I1IebI0 aBTOPHI MPOAHAIU3UPOBAIIA CYLIECTBYIOIIME
COIIMOJIOTHYECKHUE HCCIIEOBaHUs, CBA3AHHBIE C MOJIO/ICKBIO. ABTOPHI MPHUXO-
JIST K BBIBOAY, YTO OTBETHI JIIOJICH B OMPOCaxX MOTYT OTpa)kaTh KyJbTYpHBIC HOP-
MBI H, CJIEI0BATEIBHO, BOCIIPOU3BOIUTE «HAcaIbHOEY MoBeaeHue. To, uTo pec-
MOHJICHTHI YTBEPKIAIOT B OMPOCAX, YACTO MOXKET OTJIIMYATHCS OT UX UCTHHHBIX
yOCXKIICHHUI U B3TIISAIOB.
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Introduction

What are modern scholars say about Kazakhstani youth in terms of values?
Foreign and local social scientists unanimously claim that the young generation
is traditional and place family values on the top of their value hierarchy. For in-
stance, famous social scientist Laruelle (2019) wrote, «The Nazarbayev Genera-
tion is quite conformist in its life goals: it believes in family values, marriage,
having children, healthy living, and material comfort.” [1, p. 195]. Local experts
indicate that Kazakhstany youth do not differ from their age mate from other
countries. They value human rights, democracy, equality, good education, and se-
curity to some degree. But our youth differently sees life values and has another
attitude toward family. The experts characterize them as leaning toward tradition-
al attitudes such as family, marriage, and children [2].

Sociological findings in recent years have demonstrated practically one pic-
ture of values on a population level and among youth and young adults. Thus,
the survey results by Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung in 2020 showed that traditional
family institution is sustainable, both among adults and among young people
[2]. In that connection, integral parts of modern Kazakh society are intergen-
erational continuity, respect for elders and women, marriage, and family values
[3]. In fact, young people get married in great numbers; only in 2017, 7.9 mar-
riages were registered per 1000 inhabitants, which is higher than in most OECD
countries [4]. In line with a 2020 survey, 73.1% of respondents indicated that
they consider family to be the meaning of their lives. Unsurprisingly, the result
is skewed toward females; 75.1% chose this option, whereas only half of the
males had the same opinion [5]. However, the situation with the divorce rate in
the country is disturbing.

As seen in Figure 1, starting from 2019, the divorce rate has a downtrend. The
researchers pointed out that tough economic challenges, combined with the un-
certainty created by Covid-19, impacted on separation rate causing critical reduc-
tion [4].

Remarkably, the separation rate among young couples does not perfectly fit
into the paradigm of society with traditional family values. The age range between
25 and 29 is responsible for the country’s most significant number of union dis-
solutions [6]. The considerable numbers of all splits occur during the first dec-
ade of marriage (61.5%), and the first four years of family life constitute a third
of all divorces [7]. The findings from two waves of the World Values Survey (6
and 7 waves) showed that most Kazakhstanis view divorce primarily in a nega-
tive light, considering it unacceptable. Throughout the waves, attitude indicators
toward divorce remained their value. The average constituted 4.8 and 4.7, respec-
tively. Compared with other countries, this indicator is considered average; the
highest is Denmark - 8.7%, and the lowest among Central Asia countries is Kyr-
gyzstan - 2.2% [8].
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Figure 1. Total divorce rate per 1000 people in Kazakhstan [9]
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At the same time, a similar story is told by survey results exploring young peo-
ple’s attitudes toward divorce. The “Youth” Center 2018 demonstrated that the pre-
vailing number of young adults viewed separation as an adverse event (76.6%).
Among them, almost every second respondent stated about highly negative attitude,
especially if a family with children. Meanwhile, 17.2% of participants indicated that
divorce is inevitable in the case of an unhappy marriage. The main reasons for mari-
tal splits were financial and housing problems, marital infidelity, bad habits (alco-
holism, smoking, gambling), and parental interference between young spouses [10].

The KISD survey [11] demonstrated a slightly different picture, which explored
all Kazakhstani adults. Most participants (88.3%) gave a downbeat assessment to
divorce. However, splitting this majority into two groups revealed some interest-
ing insights. The first group considered divorce utterly unacceptable in any case
(43.2%), and the second group held a negative assessment but believed that divorce
is better than constant conflict (45.1%). It is noteworthy that the respondents pro-
vided different reasons for divorce compared to the previous study. Most respond-
ents named “domestic violence” the main factor responsible for union dissolution
(43.2%). “Alcoholism” (39.7%) and “cheating” (35.85%) took the second place in
reasoning, while “parental interference” was indicated the last (4.4%) [7]. Impor-
tant to point out that recent data analysis on World Values Survey Wave 7 and em-
pirical data from focus groups did not find evidence that extramarital affairs are
driven by ICT (information and communication technologies) consumption. Even
if instant messaging tools lower divorce costs and expand opportunities for finding
new mates, Muslim Kazakhs did not show interest in extramarital affairs that could
lead to divorce [4].

Another perspective showed a survey conducted by the Institute of Equal
Rights and Equal Opportunities of Kazakhstan and the Center for Support of
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Civil Initiatives in 2020. They identified that “intervention of relatives” was
the leading cause of splits (61%). Among other reasons were named “permis-
siveness” (41%), “crisis in family values” (36%), “selfishness” (28%), “social
networks influence” (28%), and “simple divorce procedures” (25%). Important
to mention that some of these options did not include in the list of studies dis-
cussed earlier [11]. Nevertheless, these findings are mixed; they clearly state
that regardless that Kazakhstanis view divorce negatively, at the same time, sep-
aration is seen as an option to end unhappy marriages. Besides, based on survey
results on the general population, Uskembayeva M., etc. [12] concluded that
women’s emancipation could explain an increasing number of divorces. Mod-
ern women are increasingly reluctant to tolerate unequal relationships in mar-
riage, violence, and spousal irresponsibility. Furthermore, their economic status
is not always less than that of men. The following notion is partially supported
by Dall’Agnola and Thibault [4], who revealed that Muslim Kazakhs more of-
ten initiate divorce than men.

Considering these results as a fundamental driver of the divorce initiative is dif-
ficult since the findings are confusing. In most cases, survey participants responded
to these questions based on their observations, and even though some respondents
had an actual divorce experience, the results were not arranged by this. In addition,
an issue of question formulation was raised by Dall’ Agnola and Thibault (2021) [4].
They argue that question-wording as “What reason can justify divorce?” asks about
not actual causes of divorce but refers to “idealized justifications” of separation in
the eyes of the respondent [4]. Besides, a significant variation in divorce reasons
from survey to survey might be partially explained by an incomplete list of possible
divorce motives. Each survey had its reasons list, and sometimes that lists were not
and significantly differed in the first place.

Family dissolution is not only one indicator of ongoing processes in the fam-
ily institution but is the most illustrative. The divorce rate among young spous-
es indicates that family and family values have been undergoing fundamental
transformations. Even if most people see divorce as an adverse event, careful
examination of survey results shows that divorce is acceptable if it is caused by
“idealized justifications.”

Taking into consideration the current state of thought among foreign and local
scientists that family values are deep-seated in society and the current high divorce
rate, we attempt to find answers to the following research questions: “Why is there
a gap between declared family values and actual marital behavior? What are the
reasons for these discrepancies?”’. Therefore, below we examine surveys represent-
ative of the country level and where youth and young adults are the main research
subjects.

In the following paper, we approached to find an explanation for the existing gap
in family values and marital behavior.

Methodological approach and explored surveys
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The following article is based on the Desk Research method, which refers to
collecting information from open sources. To address posed research questions, we
analyzed the survey findings carried out by government institutions and internation-
al organizations. Since our subject of interest is Kazakhstani youth, we examined
only studies where youth and young people are research subjects. To analyze these
studies, we applied the comparative method.

Social surveys review

In Kazakhstan, young people have been under the scope of research for the last
decade. Among the first attempts to comprehend youth in various domains is an an-
nual national report produced by Scientific Research Center «Youth». Within these
reports, the authors cover crucial statistical indicators and enlarge them with mass
research findings on the main aspects of young adult’s life, including exploring their
system of values. Although surveys show that family values are fundamental to
young people, the marriage rate has fallen over the last decade. Since 2011 it has de-
creased from 57.87% to 52.13% among women and from 48.86% to 41.78% among
men. As for the values of young people, over the past five years, the value rating of
young people in Kazakhstan has been stable and unchanged [13].

In 2020 «Youth» Center conducted a survey, where data was collected by quan-
titative method via face-to-face mode, covering respondents between 14 to 28 years
old. The sample size comprised 2000 young respondents. Additionally, the qualita-
tive approach was implemented to deepen and broaden understanding (expert fo-
cus group method). The survey showed that for most people, the ultimate value was
family (85.2%); health and friendship accounted for 51.8% and 28.3%, respectively
[14]. As in the previous year, the fundamental value for the prevailing number of
young people was named family (82.3%), health (45.6%), and friendship (23.1%)
[15].

In 2014 Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung initiated a survey across the country adopt-
ing the research methodology used in the study Shell Youth Study. To meet country
conditions and particularities, the methodology underwent adaptation. To achieve
the research goals, they applied quantitative (a survey of young people through per-
sonal interviews) and qualitative (focus groups and in-depth interviews) research
methods. The survey covered 1,000 respondents aged 14 to 29, exploring extensive
topics, including interests, plans, dreams, values, attitudes, and opinions. The sur-
vey results showed that family institutions and marriage are important for young
people, and most see marriage as an essential part of their future adult life. 82.5% of
them imagine themselves as married with a family, and 9.4% as living with a part-
ner (and a family). Only 1.5% identify themselves as singles and 0.9% as singles
but with one or more children. Remarkably, there was no drastic difference in re-
sponses among rural and urban dwellers. Thus 88.7% of rural inhabitants see them-
selves as married with a family, compared to 77.6% of urban residents [16]. How-
ever, more young urban residents (13.4%) would consider cohabitation compared to
rural dwellers (4.3%). According to Karmenova Z. [17], this phenomenon could be
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explained in terms of the ruralization process that takes place in the cities. It implies
that today rural migrants mainly influence cities’ marital and reproductive behavior,
but not vice versa. Moreover, it should be noted that there is regional heterogeneity
in the divorce rate. Separation is more common in urban and northern regions, while
the southern part of the country shows an inverse trend [18].

Another perspective on family values predisposition is views about optimal mar-
riage age. The average age considered appropriate for getting married is 22 for women
and 25 for men. In the 17-23 years old category, females showed more willingness to
get married and start a family compared to males of the same age. Regarding children, a
large proportion (37.1%) would like to have two children, 28.1% saying about three kids
and 19% about four. Less than 1% do not want any children. Studies show that some
young people hold traditional views about family institution. But it is evident that young
people’s views on the family are changing. Many youths have more modern pictures of
how gender roles are distributed within the family. For instance, males and females are
responsible for different social functions but have equal rights; women are free and au-
tonomous, independent from men. Perhaps these views were influenced by the increase
in economically self-reliant women in this country [16].

In 2020, Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung performed an extensive representative survey
among youth and young adults, covering 1,000 young people between the ages of 14
and 29. To address survey goals, quantitative and qualitative (focus group) data col-
lection methods were employed. Several modes were applied as the COVID-19 wave
hit the country (in person, by phone, and online). By the results, the majority (64.6%)
perceive marriage as a critical decision to make, and merely for 8% of respondents,
it means nothing. Moreover, 86.1% of all the participants favor having a family with
children. Most respondents believe that the optimum marriage age for women and
men is 25. When asked how many children they would like to have in the future, most
young people think of two (31%) or three (29.3%) children. Significantly fewer re-
spondents would like to have four children (12.3%) or more (15.7%) [2].

Based on research findings by Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung in 2014 and 2020, young
Kazakhstanis are predisposed toward family and mostly envision themselves as
married parents of two or three children.

Unfortunately, in the the «Youth» Center studies, questions related to family
values, attitudes, marital behavior, etc. are not a part of the study.

Discussion

As seen from studies mentioned above, young adults are indeed traditional;
most envision themselves as married and with family. However, these findings do
not fully explain ongoing processes and do not reflect profound transformations of
marriage institutions related to religious dynamics, migration patterns, and the im-
pact of globalization [17]. Moreover, this research is contradicted by statistical re-
cords of divorce rate, an increasing number of cohabitation and children born out-
of-wedlock, etc.
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We suggest that people’s responses in surveys might be a reflection of cultural
norms and, therefore, picture “ideal” behavior indicators. Dall’Agnola and Thibault
(2021) concluded that what participants claim in social surveys, and specifically in
focus-group discussions, frequently differ from their genuine beliefs and attitudes,
leading to biased responses toward normative beliefs [4].

In most surveys described above, the primary data collection approach was the
quantitative method, implemented in face-to-face mode. Besides, among additional
tools were focus groups (qualitative method). We suppose that the research modes
like face-to-face and focus groups might be the source of culturally or socially de-
sirable responses, thus causing bias. It has already been established that desirable
responding is one of the significant causes of response bias and poses a severe threat
to the validity of findings. This type of bias means that the respondent answers in
the most positive way to save their face and maintain social approval [18]. This bias
is frequently observed in collectivistic societies, which is the case in Kazakhstan.
Research findings suggest that collectivism prevails over individualism in our so-
ciety [19].

Face-to-face and focus-group modes are supposed to the presence of a specially
trained interviewer, and the focus group discussion includes other participants. Both
modes may suffer from similar biases and issues but to a different extent. One such
instance is sensitive questions. Sensitive questions can vary from culture to culture
and from person to person. The sensitive question is considered in the case when
a respondent thinks that a particular question has socially desirable answers while
some other answers are socially undesirable. The socially undesirable responses
might be the respondent’s attitude or behavior violating certain norms in the given
society. As a result of this violation, a respondent may refuse to respond or give an
untruthful answer when the truth is considered socially unwanted [20].

In this regard, an interesting experiment was conducted in Japan to explore the
impact of other respondents’ answers on individual responses in survey studies.
They implemented four different conditions varying in the direction and the level of
social pressure. The findings have verified that social desirability bias greatly influ-
ences individual answers. Participants were seven times more likely to choose so-
cially unacceptable answers if most previous respondents also chose the same op-
tion [21].

In the Kazakhstani context, intimate questions regarding marital status and re-
productive plans are not considered deeply personal. Conversely, these types of
questions are normalized and might be posed by strangers. The older generation is
always prepared to give a good lecture about family values and place social pres-
sure on single people and childless couples. But this “normality” could lead to situ-
ations where young adults are unwilling to reveal their actual values and attitudes
to escape apprehension and social condemnation. It is helpful to say that respect-
ing older adults is deeply embedded into the culture. As it could be seen, interview-
er characteristics such as gender, age, and language might predispose respondents
to give socially appropriate responses. It was found that the interviewer’s presence
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during data collection is a pressuring factor that forces participants to provide more
socially acceptable answers [21].

In a focus-group setting, social desirability bias is more pronounced. This issue
was also raised by Dall’ Agnola & Thibault (2021), who pointed out that decision
on the sizes of focus groups was primarily driven by the fact that often a few vo-
cal individuals belonging to the older generations dominated during the discussion
session but also sometimes even condemned younger people by which impacted on
their answers. “Particularly while discussing how traditions and cultural practices
of Kazakhs may change through their exposure to Western culture on social media,
Kazakh youth either chose to agree with the view voiced by older interview partici-
pants or to remain silent and not answer the question at all. Thus, younger partici-
pants often felt too intimidated to share sensitive personal ideas with a larger group
of people.” [4].

Continuing the subject of survey mode, we discovered a study conducted among
Kazak youth (17-25 years old) living in the East-Kazakhstan region. Data collection
was carried out in 2020 during the Covid-19 wave. In those circumstances, Internet
opportunities were applied; a web survey of 500 respondents and five online focus
groups was conducted. The results suggested that study participants showed a tran-
sitional state of family values. From their perspective, family is primarily valued as
a source of emotional support and a way to escape loneliness. The idea to end the
marriage if it failed was not rejected, but it even found support. Most consider the
family as a union of equal partners. Even though the reproductive function of the
family institute is still significant for these participants, in the rank of the meanings
and family values, it was placed in third place. For the most significant number of
young Kazakhs, reproduction plans include 2-3 children. Education and being eco-
nomically independent were named as necessary and obligatory conditions for be-
ginning family life. Many young Kazakhs living in urban areas (especially females)
perceive the family as a union of equal partners, which contradicts traditional atti-
tudes [22].

The following study does not differ drastically from the studies described above.
Still, it reveals some fascinating insight that youth change their marital behavior
by postponing marriage, showing an acceptable attitude toward divorce; the essen-
tial condition for marriage is receiving education and gaining economic independ-
ence. The following study was conducted on a regional level. It could not be entire-
ly transferred to the whole country since the region has its peculiarities in ethnical
structure, language, etc.

In addition, some methodological weaknesses are present. Thus, addressing val-
ue orientation among young people with only one question does not provide a com-
plete picture of values and reliable results. Besides, the question wording does not
provide any specification regarding the type of family, which leads to ambiguity in
the question understanding of «What is the most valuable in your life? », (question
from “Youth Center” questionnaire. For instance, some respondents could realize
their parent family, while others imply their own (current or prospective) family.
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We argue that studying values is challenging and requires a deep understanding
of ongoing processes, especially among youth, one of the most dynamic categories.
Values, by their nature, could be influenced by various factors, among them reli-
gion, social media, political discourse, etc., which should be considered while de-
signing the study methodology.

Conclusion and recommendations

In the following paper, we attempted to find an explanation for the existing gap
between declared family values in surveys and contradictions by divorces. In this
regard, we examined the survey findings carried out by government institutions
and international organizations. Since our subject of interest is Kazakhstani youth,
we reviewed studies written by the “Youth” Center and Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung.
According to “Youth” Center, young people’s values have not changed over the
past five years; for the majority of them, family is the most valued. Findings by
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung show that Kazakhstanis are predisposed toward family and
mostly envision themselves as married parents of two or three children.

After carefully examining methodological approaches applied within the stud-
ies, we concluded that social desirability bias could partially explain the discrepan-
cy between declared values and actual behavior. It is difficult to say to which extent
this type of bias is spread in our cultural context. Therefore, future studies address-
ing sensitive topics should take into account this type of bias.

This research was funded by the Science Committee of the Ministry of Educa-
tion and Science of the Republic of Kazakhstan (Grant No. AP13268911).
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