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Executive summary

Executive summary

The following research examines how young people in Kyrgyzstan understand and engage in civic participation amid
shrinking civic space, growing uncertainty, unequal opportunities, and changing forms of participation. Drawing on desk
research, a survey of young people aged 18-35, focus group discussions (FGD) across the country, and in-depth interviews
with youth leaders, the study explores how young people engage with their communities, what motivates participation, and
what barriers shape theirinvolvement.

The findings challenge the perception that young people are uninterested and passive; instead, they indicate that
youth civic engagement is transforming.The youth are actively participating through volunteering, educational initiatives,
online platforms, community support, fundraising, environmental action, informal networks, and local problem-solving,
though their participationis influenced by concerns about safety and visibility.

Self-censorship and adaptive participation have become the norm, with many distinguishing between “safe” and
“risky” forms of engagement in response to perceived risks. While online spaces, volunteering, and education are crucial
avenues for participation, significant inequalities persist. Young women, rural youth, people with disabilities, queer youth,
ethnic minorities, and low-income individuals often encounter additional barriers to meaningful participation, and access to
opportunitiesis uneven, particularly in urban areas.

Despite challenges, many young people are eager to contribute to their communities and drive social change.
However, while they believe in local impact, they are less confident about enacting broader political change. Overall,
understanding youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan today requires recognizing the many diverse and often subtle ways
young people exercise their agency u their ability to make a difference.

1.1. Key findings

- Youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan has not disappeared; it has become more adaptive, and less visible.

- Young people participate in civic engagement through volunteering, online engagement, educational initiatives,
community support, mutual aid, and local action.

- Self-censorship, caution, and risk assessment have become common features of how many young people
navigate public civic participation.

- Online spaces play an increasingly important role in informing, connecting, and mobilizing young people,
alongside other resources.

- Participation is shaped by significant inequalities related to gender, geography, socio-economic status,

disability, and social identity. Rural youth often face fewer opportunities and limited access to civic infrastructure,
yet they remain active within their communities.

- Economic pressures, employment, and migration goals strongly influence participation.

- Young people continue to value community-level engagement while expressing skepticism about the prospects
for broader structural and systemic change.




Introduction

Infroduction:
Why does this research matter?

2.1. Background

Youth civic engagement has historically played an important role in Kyrgyzstan'’s social, political, and community life.
At various points in the country’s history, youth have often been seen as drivers of political and social change, particularly
during periods of political transformation and public mobilization (Doolotkeldieva 2009). Young people have participated in
political mobilization, volunteer initiatives, peacebuilding processes, feminist, environmental movements, campaigns,
educational and cultural initiatives, informal community support networks, and other forms of public activism.

At the same time, youth participation in Kyrgyzstan has never been consistent or equally accessible. Existing research
demonstrates that opportunities for civic engagement have long been shaped by structural inequalities tied to geography,
gender, socio-economic status, access to education, infrastructure, language, and proximity to civic networks and
institutions. Participation has often remained concentrated in larger cities, while many young people in rural and
marginalized communities have engaged through less visible, informal, or community-based forms. Also, younger people
are considered unqualified to participate in important dialogues and propose changes. It is especially true for young women
and ethnic minorities who are silenced and ignored by the authorities. The political field has developed obstacles that isolate
young people from engaging in politics (Safeworld 2019).

Over recent years, however, the broader environment surrounding civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan has changed
extensively. A series of legislative and political developments have contributed to growing concerns about shrinking civic
space and the conditions under which civil society organizations, independent media, and civic actors operate. The
adoption of the Law on Foreign Representatives in 2024, together with broader restrictions affecting freedoms of
association, expression, and peaceful assembly, has created a more challenging environment for public participation and
increased concerns regarding the visibility and safety of civic engagement (ICNL2025; CIVICUS 2024).

Public debates surrounding activism, feminism, human rights, and civic initiatives have also become increasingly
polarized. Alongside legislative restrictions, civil society organizations, independent media, and human rights defenders
have been exposed to growing public criticism and stigmatizing narratives portraying their work as serving foreign interests
(CIVICUS 2024). These narratives have been particularly visible in discussions surrounding gender equality and women's
rights, where feminist agendas are frequently framed as incompatible with national identity or "traditional" values,
contributing to a more challenging environment for visible civic participation (Muller 2022).

At the same time, existing literature and emerging research increasingly challenge simplistic assumptions that young
people are becoming politically disengaged or passive. Rather than disappearing, participation itself appears to be
transforming (Kydyrova 2024). Young people continue to engage socially and civically through adaptive, selective, digital,
informal, safe and less visible forms of participation that often remain overlooked within traditional understandings of
activism and civic participation/engagement.

This research emerges within this broader context of political uncertainty, changing forms of participation and
practices, uneven civic ecosystems, and growing questions about what youth civic engagement looks like under
increasingly restrictive conditions.

2.2. Key problem statement

Public and political discussions about youth participation in Kyrgyzstan often frame young people in binary
narratives: either as politically passive and disengaged, or as visible activists participating through formal civic and political
structures. However, such approaches often fail to capture the more complex, adaptive, and less visible ways young people
navigate participation today.

Existing discussions around youth civic engagement often focus primarily on visible forms of activism, such as
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protests, NGO participation, elections, and formal advocacy. At the same time, unfortunately, less attention is paid to
quieter and emerging forms of participation, including digital activism, mutual aid mobilization, informal community
organizing, creative expression, localized initiatives, selective participation, and forms of engagement shaped by safety and
security concerns, self-censorship, and political uncertainty.

In contexts where visible activism may increasingly carry social, political, emotional, or professional risks,
understanding participation only through highly visible forms creates an incomplete picture of youth civic life. Such
approaches may overlook how young people adapt their participation under pressure, how inequalities shape participation
opportunities, and how civic engagement itself transforms amid shrinking civic space.

This research, therefore, seeks to move beyond binary understandings of “active” versus “passive” youth and instead
explores how young people in Kyrgyzstan experience, understand, communicate, and practice civic engagement within the

contemporary political and social landscape. Rather than asking whether young people participate, it examines how
participationis reshaped, negotiated, and sustained under changing social and political conditions.

2.3. Research objective and research questions

The overall objective of this research is to explore how young people in Kyrgyzstan understand, experience,

and practice civic engagement within the context of shrinking civic space, social pressure, and evolving
participation environments.

Theresearch specifically aims to:
e explore howyoung people define and understand civic engagement and activism;
e examinewhere and how youth civic participation currently takes place;
e analyze how political conditions, social norms, gender, inequalities, and perceptions of safety shape
participation;
understand and practice adaptive, low-visibility, and informal forms of engagement;
examine urban-rural differences and uneven participation ecosystems;
and explore how young people perceive the impact and limitations of civic participation today.

Theresearchis guided by the following questions:

How do young people in Kyrgyzstan understand civic engagement and activism today?

Where and in what forms does youth civic participation currently take place?

How do shrinking civic space, social norms, and perceptions of risk shape participation?

How do young people adapt and practice participation under conditions of uncertainty, fear, or self-censorship?

How do inequalities such as gender, geography, socio-economic status, and access to opportunities shape

participation?

e How do young people perceive the possibilities and limitations of civic engagement and social change in
Kyrgyzstan today?




Conceptual Framework

Conceptual Framework:
Rethinking youth civic engagement
under repression/restrictions

This research treats youth civic engagement not as a fixed or institutionalized concept but as a dynamic, evolving
process shaped by political conditions, social norms, inequalities, and perceptions of safety. In contexts where civic space
becomes more restrictive, participation does not simply disappear. Instead, it becomes more negotiated, selective,
adaptive, and often less visible.

Traditional understandings of civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan have often focused on visible, formal participation:
protests, elections, political parties, NGOs, public advocacy, and direct engagement with state institutions. However, this
desk research demonstrates that youth participation has always been broader and more complex (Kydyrova 2024).
Historically, young people in Kyrgyzstan participated through peacebuilding initiatives, volunteerism, student clubs and
movements, community organizing, cultural and creative spaces, environmental initiatives, informal solidarity networks
(Doolotkeldieva 2009), and, later (during COVID-19), through digital activism and online mobilization (Kydyrova 2024).

At the policy level, youth in Kyrgyzstan are often framed as an important resource for national development,
modernization, and socio-political stability. Existing youth policy documents emphasize civic responsibility, leadership,
patriotism, and participation in social and political processes (Government of the Kyrgyz Republic 2020). At the same time,
the desk research highlights a growing gap between institutional understandings of participation and the real experiences
of young people. While official frameworks primarily focus on formal participation, such as youth councils, elections, state-
supported initiatives, and institutional engagement, many young people increasingly participate through informal,
localized, digital, and less visible forms that emerge outside institutional structures (Kydyrova 2024).

This tension is especially important in contexts where visible activism may be associated with political sensitivity, risk,
insecurity, or unwanted attention. Under such conditions, participation cannot be understood solely through state-
recognized or highlyvisible forms of engagement.

At the same time, the desk research also demonstrates that youth participation has never existed outside of power
relations and structural inequalities. Even during periods when civic space was relatively more open, participation remained
uneven and was shaped by urban concentration, access to networks, socio-economic conditions, political
instrumentalization, and social hierarchies. Youth activism often remained concentrated in larger cities (mainly Bishkek and
Osh), while many young people, particularly from rural areas, participated through less formalized, community-based forms
of collective solidarity and action (Doolotkeldieva 2009).

The shrinking of civic space and mounting pressure on civil society, independent media, and public expression have
further transformed the conditions under which young people participate. In such contexts, visible activism may
increasingly be associated with risk, surveillance, reputational damage, or uncertainty. As a result, participation itself
becomes more strategic. Young people may continue engaging with social and political issues, but through forms that feel
safer, more flexible, indirect, and less confrontational.

This transformation is especially evident in research on digital activism in Kyrgyzstan. Existing studies challenge the
dominant narrative that youth are politically passive or disengaged. Instead, they demonstrate that young people actively
used digital spaces during the COVID-19 pandemic, elections, political crises, and social campaigns to mobilize support,
raise awareness, organize collective action, disseminate information, and express political and social perspectives and
positions (Kydyrova 2024).

Digital activism became particularly important because it lowered barriers to participation and created alternative
spaces for expression, especially for those excluded from traditional political processes. Online participation should not be
treated as less “real” than offline activism. Existing research shows that digital and offline participation are deeply
interconnected. Online spaces often serve as entry points for political socialization, community-building, mobilization, and
collective action (Kydyrova 2024). At the same time, digital participation reflects broader transformations in how young
people navigate risk, visibility, and public expression under increasingly restrictive conditions.
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This conceptual framework therefore moves beyond binary understandings of “active” versus “passive” youth.
Instead, it understands civic engagement as spanning multiple overlapping forms: 1. formal and informal; 2. online and
offline; 3. public/visible and low-visibility; 4. individual and collective; 5. institutional and community-based; 6. political,
social, cultural, and creative.

Such an approach is especially important because many forms of youth participation remain invisible and
unrecognized within traditional understandings of civic engagement. Existing literature demonstrates that young people
often engage through volunteering, mutual aid, environmental initiatives, religious and community spaces, art, music,
blogging, digital storytelling, peer networks, and localized problem-solving. These forms may not always look like
“traditional activism,” but they still reflect efforts to influence society, support communities, respond to injustice, or create
lasting social change (Doolotkeldieva 2009; DVV International 2019; Kydyrova 2024).

The desk research also highlights that participation is deeply shaped by inequalities and social norms. Gender norms,
socio-economic conditions, regional disparities, ethnicity, language, and access to education or networks influence who is
able to participate, how safely they can participate, and which forms of engagement are considered socially acceptable.
Young women, rural youth, ethnic minorities, and economically marginalized young people may face additional barriers to
visible participation while developing alternative, less visible forms of engagementin parallel.

Finally, this framework recognizes that youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan is not ideologically uniform. Existing
research demonstrates that young people engage through diverse value systems and trajectories, including democratic and
human rights activism, local community initiatives, nationalism, religious engagement, environmental activism, creative
expression, and issue-based mobilization. This complexity reflects the broader reality of how young people navigate
belonging, identity, responsibility, and participation within rapidly changing social and political conditions.

Overall, this research understands youth civic engagement under restrictions and shrinking civic space as adaptive,
uneven, and deeply context-dependent. The key question is therefore not whetheryoung people participate, but rather:

how participation changes under pressure;
which forms become safer or riskier;

whose participation becomes visible or invisible;

and how young people continue to navigate civic and social life within increasingly
constrained environments.
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Context overview of civic space
and youth in Kyrgyzstan

4.1. Political and legal context (laws, restrictions, and key risks)

Over the past several years, civic space in Kyrgyzstan has become increasingly restrictive and politically sensitive.
While the country has historically been perceived as more open than many other states in Central Asia, recent developments
demonstrate growing pressure on civil society organizations, independent media, activists, journalists, bloggers, and public
expression more broadly. Existing desk research highlights growing concerns around shrinking civic space, surveillance,
legal uncertainty, and rising pressure toward public criticism and dissent.

Public debates around NGOs, human rights organizations, feminist initiatives, independent journalists, and civic
activists increasingly feature narratives that frame certain forms of activism as “foreign,” “Western,” destabilizing, or
disconnected from so-called “traditional values.” These narratives contribute to delegitimizing critical voices and narrowing
the boundaries of whatis considered acceptable participation.

At the same time, existing research demonstrates that restrictions are not felt only through formal laws or direct
repression. Many young people increasingly view visible participation and political expression as risky, unpredictable, or
emotionally exhausting. Asaresult, participation itself often becomes more cautious, indirect, and adaptive.

One research participant reflected: “ecau paHole Mbl Yepe3 MUMUHzU 8bipaxcasau MbiC/Au ylce
cetiyac opyzoti nooxod.” (“If earlier we expressed our thoughts through protests, now there is
a different approach.”) ‘ ‘

Another participant described how young people are increasingly thinking strategically about
communication and visibility: “mbi celiuac yyumcs Kak hpenodHecmu Ymobbl om eaacmu He
noayyums ymo mo.” (“Now we are learning how to present things so we do not face

consequences from the authorities.”) ‘ ‘

At the same time, despite growing restrictions and fears around visibility, existing research and field findings alike
demonstrate that young people continue to engage with social and political issues through alternative forms of
participation, including digital activism, volunteering, environmental initiatives, community organizing, mutual aid, and
creative expression.

4.2. Social norms, delegitimization, and gender
(activism as being viewed “dangerous,” “Western,” or politically risky;
as well as gender norms and unequal participation; along with
generational perceptions of activism)

Youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan is shaped not only by political conditions but also by social norms, generational
expectations, and broader perceptions of activism and public participation. Existing research demonstrates that visible
activism, especially in areas such as political criticism, feminism, human rights, or social justice, may be perceived as

controversial, risky, morally suspect, or influenced by “Western” values. These narratives create additional social pressure to
participate, particularly in conservative environments.

At the same time, perceptions of activism differ significantly across generations. Older understandings of activism are
often associated with sacrifice, confrontation, visible public struggle, and political mobilization. Younger participants,
however, increasingly describe participation in terms of safety, sustainability, flexibility, and emotional well-being. This
reflects broader shifts in how young people navigate participation amid uncertainty and shrinking civic space.
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Gender norms continue to shape participation unevenly. Field findings demonstrate that young women often face
additional barriers tied to domestic responsibilities, social expectations, mobility restrictions, and marriage-related
pressure. At the same time, discussions repeatedly highlighted that women and girls remain highly active in volunteering,
education, community initiatives, and civic organizing despite these structural barriers.

One participant reflected on unequal opportunities: “PasHuuya 8 603MONHOCMSX MO/I00bIX
Oesylek U toHoweli ozpomHa.” (“The difference in opportunities for young women and young

men is enormous.”) ‘ ‘

At the same time, participants described gradual shifts in attitudes toward women'’s education, leadership, and public
participation, especially among younger generations and in urban areas. Overall, these dynamics demonstrate that youth
participation in Kyrgyzstan continues to be socially negotiated through broader debates about morality, legitimacy,
patriotism, genderroles, and belonging.

4.3. Uneven youth ecosystems and participation landscapes
(urban vs. rural dynamics; access to opportunities and infrastructure;
centralization of civic spaces and resources)

The research demonstrates that opportunities for youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan remain highly uneven across
regions, cities, villages, and social groups. Access to participation is shaped not only by motivation but also by geography,
infrastructure, internet access, transportation, educational opportunities, institutional support, and proximity to civic
networks and resources.

Existing research highlights the strong concentration of civic opportunities, NGOs, educational programs, donor-
funded initiatives, and youth infrastructure in larger cities, particularly Bishkek. Participants repeatedly described urban
areas as offering greater access to training sessions, organizations, seminars, youth centers, and professional networks.

v

As one participant explained: “B 2zopo0e 019 Mosi00excu 60sblue 803mMoucHocmedl.
(“In the city, there are more opportunities for youth.”)

At the same time, participants emphasized that rural participation often takes different forms. While villages may
have fewer formal civic opportunities, participation is frequently expressed through collective support, mutual aid, local
solidarity, ashar, sports, and community-based problem-solving.

However, rural youth also face more pronounced structural barriers related to internet access, infrastructure,
transportation, educational opportunities, and social pressure. Several participants noted that young people in villages may
have less freedom to express opinions publicly or to participate independently.

The findings also demonstrate that digital spaces increasingly reshape the participation landscapes by creating
alternative opportunities for networking, learning, mobilization, and self-expression beyond geographical limitations.
Nevertheless, unequal access to digital infrastructure continues to reproduce broader inequalities between urban and rural
youth.

Overall, the findings of this research suggest that youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan unfolds within deeply uneven
participation ecosystems, where geography, infrastructure, socio-economic conditions, and access to networks
significantly shape who can participate, how participation occurs, and which voices become visible or marginalized.
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Methodology

5.1. Research design

This research used a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative and quantitative data collection methods to
better understand how young people in Kyrgyzstan experience, interpret, and navigate civic engagement under changing
political and social conditions.

The research was designed as an exploratory and interpretive study focused not only on visible forms of participation
but also on adaptive, informal, digital, and low-visibility forms of civic engagement that may be overlooked within traditional
understandings of activism and participation.

The study combined desk research, an online survey in two languages, focus group discussions (FGDs), and in-depth
interviews.

Qualitative methods formed the core analytical foundation of the research, while the survey was used to identify
broader participation trends, perceptions of safety, inequalities, and emerging patterns among young people.

The desk research component included a review of existing literature, analytical reports, youth-related studies, civil
society reports, media materials, and research on civic space, youth participation, digital activism, inequalities, gender
norms, and shrinking civic space in Kyrgyzstan. The desk review demonstrated that youth participation in Kyrgyzstan is
increasingly shaped by political uncertainty, social pressure, uneven participation ecosystems, and a growing shift toward
adaptive and less visible forms of engagement.

5.2. Sample (youth aged 18-35 years old +
urban and rural youth, gender etc.)

The research focused on young people aged 18-35 from across regions of Kyrgyzstan, including both urban and
rural areas.

41.9% 18-21 years old - 60.5%
4 22-25 years old - 16.3%
26-30 years old - 14.0%
31-35 years old - 9.3%

Bishkek
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Manas
(Jalal-Abad)

.’% -
Batken G2

°
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: Employed - 32.6%

|
I
I
I
I
J

44.2% 1 4_50%

The online survey received 86 responses from young people ages 18-35. The sample was heavily skewed toward
younger respondents: 60.5% were aged 18-21, followed by 22-25 (16.3%), 26-30(14.0%),and 31-35 (9.3%).

The sample was also gender-skewed: 77.9% of respondents identified as women, 18.6% as men, and 3.5% identified
asatrans woman, non-binary person, or preferred not to indicate gender.
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Geographically, most survey respondents were based in Osh city (44.2%) and Bishkek city (41.9%). Smaller numbers
of respondents came from Jalal-Abad, Chiy, Osh oblast, Batken, and Naryn. As a result, the survey reflects primarily urban
and youth-connected perspectives, while rural voices remain underrepresented.

Most survey respondents were students (45.3%), employed young people (32.6%), or both studying and working
(14.0%). This is important for interpreting the findings, as the survey largely captures perspectives of youth already
connected to educational, professional, or civic spaces.

In addition to the survey, the qualitative component included:

6 focus group discussions (FGDs) and 3 in-depth interviews

FGDs were conducted in Issyk-Kul, Talas, Bishkek (Chiiy), Osh, Batken, and Manas city (Jalal-Abad).

The FGDs included 60 young people aged 18-35 who were engaged in both formal and informal forms of civic
engagement and activism. Participants included students from local universities, volunteers and staff members of youth
organizations, members of youth initiatives, and socially active young people involved in community-based, educational,
environmental, digital, and volunteerinitiatives.

In several locations, the majority of FGD participants were young women and girls, who also influenced the
discussions on gender, safety, participation, and unequal opportunities.

Additionally, three in-depth interviews were conducted with youth leaders affiliated with governmental or
institutional structures to better understand institutional perspectives on youth participation, civic engagement, and
currentyouth-related dynamics in Kyrgyzstan.

5.3. Data collection and analysis

The research combined qualitative and quantitative data collection methods conducted between February and the
end of April 2026.

The online survey was distributed digitally and included questions on:
forms of participation;
perceptions of safety;
barriers and motivations;
inequalities;
adaptive participation;
and perceptions of civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan.
The survey data was used primarily to identify broader trends and to reinforce qualitative findings, rather than to draw
statistically representative conclusions.

The qualitative component consisted of focus group discussions and in-depth interviews. FGDs enabled participants
to collectively reflect on experiences, perceptions, social norms, participation practices, inequalities, and changes in civic
engagement environments. In-depth interviews provided additional insight into institutional and leadership perspectives.

Discussions and interviews were audio-recorded with participant consent and later transcribed and analyzed using
thematic qualitative analysis. The coding process focused on identifying recurring themes, contradictions, emotional

dynamics, adaptive strategies, inequalities, perceptions of safety, and evolving forms of participation.
Particularanalytical attention was paid to:

silent and adaptive participation; self-censorship; visibility and safety;

urban-rural differences; gender dynamics; informal civic engagement;

and perceptions of impact and structural change.
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The research intentionally combined desk research, survey data, and qualitative findings to triangulate patterns
and better capture both broader trends and lived experiences.

5.4. Research limitations

This research has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the findings.

First, the survey sample was relatively small and not nationally representative. The survey was also strongly urban-
centered and gender-skewed, with a large proportion of respondents being students and youth already connected to
educational or civic spaces. As a result, the findings should be understood as indicative rather than representative of all
youthin Kyrgyzstan.

Second, due to the sensitive nature of civic engagement and shrinking civic space, some participants may have
practiced self-censorship or avoided discussing certain experiences openly, particularly those involving political
participation, safety concerns, or criticism of authorities.

Third, although the research aimed to include participants from multiple regions and backgrounds, access to some
groups and regions remained limited due to logistical, time, language, and accessibility constraints.

Despite these limitations, the combination of regional FGDs, interviews, survey findings, and desk research enabled
the study to capture key patterns, lived experiences, and emerging dynamics surrounding youth civic engagement in
Kyrgyzstan.

5.5. Ethical standards, associated risks, and
their management or mitigation strategies.

Given the sensitivity of the topic, particular attention was paid to ethics, participant safety, transparency, and
informed consent throughout the research process.

Consent forms were prepared in Kyrgyz and Russian. Before each FGD and interview, participants received the
following information:
theresearch objectives;
the organizations and researchers involved;
the expected use of the findings;
confidentiality and anonymity measures;
voluntary participation;
and audio recordings.

Participants were informed of the purpose of the recordings and had the opportunity to ask questions before signing
the consent forms. They were also informed that they could refuse to answer any question or withdraw from the discussion
at any time without consequences.

Special attention was also paid to language accessibility and participant comfort. Participants could speak in Kyrgyz,
Russian, or Uzbek, depending on their preferences and comfort level.

Although multilingual facilitation, translation, and transcription increased the research timeline and workload, this
approach helped create a safer, more inclusive discussion environment where participants could express themselves more
freely.

The research team also considered the emotional and political sensitivities surrounding discussions of activism,
participation, visibility, and safety. Discussions were facilitated to minimize pressure on participants and avoid forcing
disclosure of potentially sensitive experiences.

Toreducerisks related to visibility and confidentiality:

e personalidentifiers were minimized during analysis;

e findings were anonymized;

e andquotationsusedinthe report do not contain identifying information.

Overall, the research sought to prioritize participant dignity, safety, voluntary participation, and informed engagement
across all stages of the study.
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Key findings
6.1. How youth understand civic engagement and activism

Young people in Kyrgyzstan understand civic engagement in diverse, layered, and sometimes deeply contradictory
ways. There is no single shared understanding of what activism or civic participation means today. For some participants,
activism remains associated with formal structures such as NGOs, elections, youth councils, public discussions, or organized
civic initiatives. Others understand participation through more informal, everyday, and community-based practices,
including helping people, supporting neighborhoods, mutual aid, charity, or simply trying to improve life around them.

At the same time, one of the strongest patterns across discussions was the growing ambiguity surrounding activism
itself. Participants often simultaneously described youth as “active” and “passive,” hopeful yet disillusioned, independent yet
fragmented. Civic engagement was discussed less as a stable social norm and more as something conditional, selective,
emotionally exhausting, and dependent on safety, economic realities, and personal motivation.For many participants,
especially those connected to youth organizations, volunteer initiatives, or municipal spaces, civic engagement was
associated with leadership, responsibility, discipline, and contribution to society. Activism was often framed through the
language of helping communities, supporting development, solving local problems, or strengthening social cohesion rather
than directly confronting systems of power.

Several participants explicitly contrasted “good” or “constructive” participation with protests or
other forms of openly confrontational political activism: “BMecmo mozo umo6bi 8bix00UMb

Ha yauypl, Npo8oOUMb MUMUH2U... OHU 00/1%CHbl NOMO2dMb 06beOUHSIMb to0el, Koz0a
so3HUKarom mpyoHocmu.” (“Instead of going out into the streets to organize protests...

they should help unite people when difficulties arise.”)

This distinction became especially visible in discussions surrounding community support and mutual aid. In many
cases, participants did not even use the word “activism” to describe these practices. Instead, they framed them in terms of
responsibility, upbringing, solidarity, humanity, religion, or collective duty. Particularly in rural contexts, participation was
often understood in terms of traditions of collective support and helping others rather than formal political engagement.

At the same time, discussions repeatedly highlighted how digitalization is reshaping understandings of participation
itself. Many participants described online engagement as a legitimate and meaningful form of activism. Reposting
information, sharing opinions, discussing social issues online, blogging, and simply raising awareness on social media were
frequently described as forms of civic expression.

One participant reflected: “[laxce ecau uenosek npocmo aatikaem u penocmum -
3mo modice ceoez2o poda akmususm.” (“Even if a person simply likes or reposts something,
it is still a form of activism.”)

Importantly, participants did not view online participation solely as a matter of convenience. Discussions repeatedly
linked digital participation to safety, visibility, and emotional comfort. For many young people, online engagement appears
to offer opportunities for expression while reducing exposure to confrontation or public pressure.

Participants also described how activism itself has increasingly become indirect, emotionally softer,
and more strategically communicated. Rather than using openly confrontational language,

many described how civic and political messages are increasingly expressed through creative,
symbolic, artistic, or abstract forms: “OHu He 2080psiM HANPAMYH, YMO 8 M3PUU BCe N/IOXO...
2080psm abcmpakmuo.” (“They do not say directly that everything in the mayor’s office is bad...
they speak more abstractly.)
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Others reflected on how creative formats make social and political discussions feel
more acceptable and less risky: “Ecau yepe3 necHio, HAMHO20 Ms2ue notidem.”
(“If it goes through a song, it will be received much more softly.”)

Another strong pattern across discussions was the growing distance many young people feel

from traditional activist identities. Several participants openly associated activism with sacrifice,
danger, burnout, repression, conflict, or unwanted visibility. One participant reflected on
generational differences in activism: “Y cmapwe2o nokosneHusi ecmb hpedcmasseHue, Ymo
HAacmoswuli akmusu3m C8513aH ¢ Hepmedamu... y Haulezo noKosieHUs1 Opyzoli No0xoo, 6osee
6epexcHblill.” (“The older generation understands that real activism involves sacrifice...

our generation has a different, more care-centered approach.” ‘ ‘

This reflects an important generational shift in how activism itself is imagined. Younger participants increasingly reject
the notion that meaningful participation requires suffering, confrontation, or personal destruction. Instead, many
emphasize emotional sustainability, strategic communication, flexibility, and safer forms of participation.

At the same time, participants repeatedly linked evolving understandings of activism to broader economic and social
realities. Rather than being discussed in isolation, civic engagement was closely connected to migration, employment,
everyday survival, financial insecurity, and growing distrust toward institutions.

Many participants described young people as increasingly pragmatic and focused on
personal stability: “BMmecmo MumuHz08 oHU honbimaromcs Hatimu pabomy u 3apabomameo OeHe2.”
(“Instead of protesting, they will try to find work and earn money.”) ‘ ‘

For some participants, these shifts reflect weakening solidarity, growing individualism, or declining collectivism.
Others interpreted the same processes differently, describing contemporary youth as more independent, self-aware,
technologically literate, and capable of creating opportunities beyond traditional structures.

Importantly, many participants also questioned whether visible political participation
genuinely produces structural change. Discussions of past political mobilizations and revolutions
reflected disappointment, skepticism, and distrust toward political systems:
“Mosio0excb Oesiaem pesostoyuto, a Hagepxy ocmaromcesi me xce /oou.”
(“Young people make the revolution, yet the same people remain at the top.”)

This skepticism helps explain why many young people increasingly view meaningful participation as localized impact,
personal agency, mutual support, creative expression, or community-level change rather than as highly visible political
activism.

Overall, the findings suggest that young people in Kyrgyzstan understand civic engagement not as a fixed category
but as a flexible, emotionally negotiated practice, deeply shaped by safety, visibility, economic realities, generational shifts,
and changing social conditions. Activism is increasingly understood not only through protests or formal political
participation but also through helping others, digital expression, creativity, community support, self-development, and
everyday forms of social contribution.
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6.2. Where and how youth civic engagement takes place today

The findings demonstrate that youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan today takes multiple, overlapping, and often
fluid forms rather than following a single model of participation. Civic engagement increasingly unfolds across both formal
and informal spaces, combining online and offline participation, public and low-visibility engagement, institutional
involvement, community support practices, and individualized forms of expression.

Survey findings reinforce this diversity of forms of participation. The most common forms of engagement among
respondents were participation in training sessions and events (60.5%), volunteering (57.0%), and online activities such as
posts, reposts, blogs, and other digital expressions (51.2%). Smaller numbers of respondents participated in public
discussions or hearings (22.1%), local initiatives (17.4%), work within NGOs/CSOs (16.3%), and protests or demonstrations
(8.1%).

60 5% participation in training sessions and events

57.0% volunteering

51.2% online activities

22.19%  public discussions or hearings

17.4% localinitiatives

16.3%  work within NGOs/CSOs

8.1%  protests or demonstrations

These findings suggest that youth participation today is concentrated primarily in educational, volunteer-based,
digital, and community-oriented spaces, while openly confrontational or highly visible political participation remains
significantly less common.

Participants repeatedly cited schools, universities, youth
organizations, and volunteer initiatives as key environments
where young people continue to engage socially and civically:
“6 HaCMosiWee speMsi M0/100eNCb AKMUBHO yydcmayem

8 WKO0/1dx, 8 yHUBepcumemax, 8 pas/UYHbIX 06ujecmeeHHbIX
meponpusimusix.” (“At present, young people actively
participate in schools, universities, and various public events.”)

Environmental initiatives emerged as one of the most visible and socially accepted forms of participation across
regions. Participants frequently described ecological activism, waste collection, environmental campaigns, and community
cleanups as normalized and relatively safe forms of engagement: “Monoaexb camu mMexay coboit opraHUM3OBbIBaET
rpynnbl... 3aHKMMaroTCs c6opoM 1 copTmpoBKoit Mycopa.” (“Young people organize groups among themselves... they engage
in garbage collection and waste sorting.”).

“Mos100excb 8 Kauecmee 60/10HMepPo8
noOKUYaemcs e obuiecmeeHHble
0p2aHU3auuuU, mam nposi8Asm Ceok
akmueHocmb.” (“Young people join public
organizations as volunteers and demonstrate
their proactivity there.”)

Another participant shared that environmental engagement increasingly begins in schools and youth competitions:
“Celtyac MasieHbKMe AeTU CTaIM YAENSTb 60/bliie BHUMaHUS YNCTOTE, COPEBHYHOTCS C APYTMMM LLIKOJIAMU U BbIMIPbIBAOT
npwmsbl.” (“Now small children pay more attention to cleanliness, compete with other schools, and win prizes.’).

The findings also demonstrate that civic participation often occurs through informal, localized community practices.
Particularly in rural contexts, participants repeatedly referred to ashar and mutual aid traditions as important expressions of
collective participation and social responsibility:“B cenax, ckopee Bcero, Mos104eb MOMOraeT CBOeMY COOBLLECTBY Yepes
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awap.” (“Invillages, young people most likely help their communities through ashar.”).

Participants also described helping vulnerable families, collective fundraising, neighborhood support, and community
problem-solving as meaningful forms of engagement:“Hanpumep, 4To-To c/lomManiock, BLICTPEHBKO Ae/1aeM allap U Ha
3ToM peluaem sornpoc.” (“Forexample, if something breaks, we quickly organize an ashar and resolve the issue this way.”)

At the same time, digital participation emerged as one of the most important arenas of contemporary youth
engagement. Social media increasingly functions not only as a communication tool but also as a civic arena where young
people:

share information; raise awareness; discuss social issues;

express political opinions; organize initiatives; and build networks.

Several participants described online participation as more accessible and flexible, and as capable of reaching broader
audiences: “NovyeMy MOMOAEXKb YXOAMT B OH/IAMH... MOTOMY YTO 3TO yA06HO.” B coucetn oxeat 6onblioit” (“Why are yo
ung people moving online? Because it is convenient.”)(“Social media has awide reach.”)

Participants repeatedly referred to blogging, reposts, awareness campaigns, online discussions, feminist and
environmental content, and creative digital expression as important forms of engagement. Digital participation often
seemed especially important for young people navigating restrictions, limited resources, geographic isolation, or fear of
offline visibility.

Creative and cultural spaces also emerged repeatedly throughout the discussions. Participants described music,
blogging, illustrations, videos, art initiatives, and cultural activities as spaces where young people increasingly discuss social
issues, identity, violence, ecology, and inequality in softer, more accessible ways.

At the same time, the findings demonstrate that participation itself is often selective and issue-based. Young people
frequently engage in topics perceived as more socially acceptable or safer, such as volunteering, ecology, education, soft
skills, youth development, sports, culture, and community support.

In contrast, overt political mobilization, protests, or direct criticism toward authorities appeared significantly less
common and were often associated with greater risks or emotional costs.Importantly, the findings also demonstrate that
participation today is highly hybrid and multidimensional. Many participants simultaneously navigate online and offline
spaces, institutional and informal engagement, and visible and less visible forms of participation, depending on
opportunities, emotional capacity, perceptions of safety, and the political context.

The survey also included several open-ended responses that offer additional nuance on youth participation. One
respondent described working as a “guide for youth in the mountains,” highlighting forms of engagement associated with
mentorship, tourism, and informal youth support outside traditional civic frameworks. Another respondent selected “did
not participate,’ but added: “Ho oueHb xoTenocs 6b1” (“But | would really like to”), demonstrating that non-participation does
not necessarily reflect lack of interest or willingness to engage.

At the same time, several participants described growing frustration, fatigue, migration aspirations, and
disengagement linked to economic precarity, workload, survival pressures, and distrust of institutions. Some participants
noted that many young people increasingly prioritize work, migration, education, and personal stability over collective
participation.

Nevertheless, the findings overall suggest that youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan is not disappearing. Rather,
participation is increasingly being reshaped into more flexible, localized, digital, community-oriented, and adaptive forms
that reflect broader political, economic, technological, and social transformations.
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6.3. Silent engagement, self-censorship, and adaptive participation

One of the strongest and most emotionally complex findings from the research is the normalization of quieter, more
cautious, and lower-visibility forms of participation among young people in Kyrgyzstan. Across both survey and qualitative
findings, participants repeatedly described how civic engagement increasingly is negotiated through safety, caution,
indirectness, and self-protection rather than through open visibility or direct confrontation.

Survey findings strongly reinforce this broader shift toward quieter participation. Overall, 57.0% of participants
somewhat agreed, and another 24.4% fully agreed with the statement that youth participation today increasingly takes
place through “quiet” forms. In total, 81.4% expressed at least partial agreement with this statement, while only 16.3%
disagreed to some extent and 2.3% remained uncertain.

Youth participation today increasingly takes place through “quiet” forms:

Somewhat agreed 57%
Fully agreed 24.4%
Disagreed 16.3%
Uncertain 2.3%

These findings are analytically significant because they demonstrate that quieter participation is not perceived as
marginal or exceptional. Instead, many young people increasingly view reduced visibility, indirect participation, and lower-
profile engagement as normal features of contemporary civic life.

Survey findings also demonstrate that young people clearly distinguish between forms of participation perceived as
relatively “safe” and those associated with greater political or social risk. The safest forms of participation were cultural and
educational activities (70.9%) and volunteering (66.3%), followed by participation through official structures (48.8%), online
activity (41.9%), and closed meetings or discussions (23.3%). At the same time, 5.8% of participants reported that no form of
participation feels safe.

Cultural and educational activities 70.9%
Volunteering 66.3%
Official structures 48.8%
Online activity 41.9%
Closed meetings or discussions 23.3%
Participation feels safe 5.8%

At the same time, participants clearly identified forms of participation perceived as particularly risky. Public criticism
of authorities (88.4%) and participation in protests or demonstrations (87.2%) were identified as the riskiest forms of
engagement. Participants also frequently identified gender/feminist activism (50.0%), queer activism (39.5%), public
speaking (36.0%), and work in the human rights sphere (26.7%) as risky forms of participation. Only 5.8% stated that they do
not consider participation risky.
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Public criticism of authorities 88.4%
Participation in protests or demonstrations 87.2%
Gender/feminist activism 50.0%
Queer activism 39.5%
Public speaking 36.0%
Work in the human rights sphere 26.7%
Do not consider participation risky 5.8%

Importantly, survey findings also shed light on why youth participation is increasingly becoming less visible or more
cautious. The most frequently cited reason was pressure from authorities, selected by 68.6% of participants, followed by
fear of persecution (57.0%). Participants also frequently cited family pressure (43.0%), self-censorship (40.7%), distrust of
institutions (39.5%), and economic difficulties (34.9%). Smaller but still significant numbers cited migration plans (19.8%). At
the same time, 14.0% stated that they do not believe youth participation has become less public.

Pressure from authorities 68.6%
Fear of persecution 57.0%
Family pressure 43.0%
Self-censorship 40.7%
Distrust of institutions 39.5%
Economic difficulties 34.9%
Migration plans 19.8%
Youth participation has become less public 14.0%

Taken together, these findings suggest that reduced visibility is not explained solely by direct repression. Instead,
participation is increasingly negotiated emotionally, socially, economically, and politically. Young people appear to be
constantly distinguishing between:

e saferandriskiertopics;
visible and less visible forms of engagement;
institutional and confrontational participation;
public and semi-private spaces of expression;
and acceptable versus potentially dangerous forms of visibility.

Qualitative discussions strongly reinforced these broader patterns. Importantly, participants did not describe
disengagement as complete passivity. Instead, many young people continue to participate socially and civically, but in ways
that minimize exposure, reduce risks, and avoid unwanted attention. Activism itself is increasingly shifting from visible
mobilization to quieter, adaptive, and strategically managed forms of engagement.

Participants openly described how even ordinary online behavior now requires calculation and caution: “Mo)xHO
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BECTU COLMasIbHbIE CETU, AeNaThb Ny6/IMKaLMM HO, HYXHO 6bITb 0cTOPOXKHBLIM.” (“You can manage social media and make
posts, butyou need to be careful.”)

Others noted that caution increasingly shapes even seemingly minor actions such as posting photos, tagging people,
or expressing opinions online: “Hy>KHO OCTOPOYKHO BbIKNaAbIBaTb GoTOrpadmm ¢ Ny6ANYHBIMU AOABMU, JEe1aTb NOCTbI U
T.4." (“You need to carefully post photos with public figures, make posts, and so on.”)

One of the strongest patterns across the findings was the normalization and internalization of self-censorship.
Participants repeatedly described fear not as something exceptional, but as something gradually entering everyday
behavior, language, routines, and emotional reactions.

One participant reflected: “MoyeMy 5 nyratocb B KaKOM-TO MOMEHT... CAMOLLEH3YPa TOXE NPUXOAMT... OKa3bIBaETCA 5
Toxke nyratock.” (“Why do | suddenly become afraid at some point... self-censorship also comes... it turns out that | am
becoming afraid as well.")

Several participants explicitly framed this process as an act of self-preservation: “IlpocTo 3TO WMHCTUHKT
camocoxpaHnenusa.” (“Itis simply an instinct of self-preservation.”)

Importantly, fear was rarely described solely in terms of personal consequences. Participants repeatedly linked
visibility and participation to concerns about family members, workplaces, relatives, and businesses. One participant
explained: “6ouLLbes 32 6NM3KUX TOXKE... MOTOM HauyHYT AOKanbiBaTbcsa A0 TBoux poauteneit.” (“You are afraid for your
loved ones too... later, they may start targeting your parents.”). The same participant continued: “ec/iM y HUX ecTb 6UsHec, To

HaYyHYT KaKue-To HasloroBbkle nposepku.” (“If they have a business, some tax inspections may begin.”)

These findings demonstrate that self-censorship operates not only through direct repression but also through
uncertainty, anticipation, and the possibility of consequences. Even without direct punishment, many participants already
adjust their behaviorin advance. Fear becomes preventive and deeply social.

Participants also repeatedly described how activism itself adapts to these conditions. Rather than openly confronting
authorities, many young people increasingly opt for indirect communication strategies, softer language, symbolic
messaging, humor, creativity, or less visible forms of participation.

One participant reflected: “ecnn paHbLLie Mbl Yepe3 MUTUHIU BbIpaXkasin MbICAIN YyKe ceiryac apyroi noaxoa,.” (“If
earlierwe expressed our thoughts through protests, now there is a different approach.”)

The same participant continued: “Mbl cei4yac y4nMmcs Kak npenogHecTM 4Tobbl OT BJ1aCTU He Noay4uTb YTo To.” (“Now
we are learning how to present things in a way that we do not face consequences from the authorities.”)

This was one of the clearest patterns across the discussions: participation itself is becoming more strategically
nuanced. Young people increasingly think not only about what to say but also about how to say it, where to say it, whom to
say it to, whether to remain anonymous, and whether visibility is worth the potential consequences.

As aresult, silence itself becomes complex. In many cases, silence does not necessarily reflect indifference or apathy.
Instead, it often reflects adaptation, risk management, emotional exhaustion, or attempts to stay safe while remaining
socially and politically aware.

Participants repeatedly described avoiding visibility altogether by using anonymous accounts, private channels,
closed groups, indirect reposting, or by participating “behind the scenes” rather than publicly associating themselves with
causes or movements. Others described consciously choosing “safe” topics such as ecology, volunteering, education, or
charity over openly political issues.

One participant explained: “ecsin NpsiMo ckaszaTb Tbl MOXKelLIb He MoHpaBuTbCs BaacTu.” (“If you speak directly, the
authorities may not like it.")

Another participant stated: “o6a3aTenbHo 4To-To NpuneTuT Tebe.” (“Something will definitely come back toyou.”)

The emotional vocabulary used throughout the discussions is also analytically significant. Words such as:
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. ) “6e3sonacHo” (“safely”)
OCTOPOXXHO

(“carefully”),

and “He BbicoBbiBaTbCA” (“not to stand out”)

appeared repeatedly across interviews and FGDs. This demonstrates how caution increasingly shapes not only participation
itself but also the emotional language surrounding civic life.

At the same time, despite fear and caution, participants did not describe themselves as completely silent. Many
continue to engage through quieter, indirect, and less visible forms of participation, including:

private conversations; reposting information; anonymous accounts;
blogging; creative expression; volunteering;
localized initiatives; closed communities; and issue-based support networks.

Overall, the findings suggest that silent engagement in Kyrgyzstan should not be interpreted simply as
disengagement. Rather, it reflects how young people adapt their participation to conditions marked by uncertainty,
perceived surveillance, shrinking safety, and the normalization of self-censorship. In this context, invisibility itself becomes a
survival strategy.

6.4. Drivers & barriers shaping youth participation

The findings demonstrate that youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan is shaped by a complex mix of motivations,
pressures, structural inequalities, emotional realities, and political conditions. Participation does not emerge in a vacuum.
Young people continually negotiate their engagement in light of family expectations, economic survival, safety concerns,
social norms, peerinfluence, trust in institutions, access to opportunities, and their personal values and aspirations.

One of the strongest findings across discussions is that participation today increasingly feels conditional rather than
guaranteed. Young people often participate not because the environment is supportive, but despite barriers, exhaustion,
fear, uncertainty, and eroding trust. At the same time, the findings demonstrate that civic engagement persists because
many young people still feel a sense of responsibility toward their communities, want to help others, seek belonging, or
search for meaning and agency in rapidly changing social realities.

Values, motivations, and desire forimpact

Participants repeatedly reflected on how shifting values and priorities shape youth participation today. Many
described a growing tension between collectivist traditions and rising individualism. Older participants often nostalgically
contrasted today’s youth with earlier generations, whom they viewed as more community-oriented and socially connected:

“Ecnn KTo-To cTpoun aoMm, Bce cobupannck BMecTe 1 noMoranun.” (“When someone built a house, everyone gathered and
helped.’)

At the same time, participants acknowledged that contemporary youth navigate fundamentally different realities
shaped by economic pressures, migration, digitalization, and changing aspirations. One of the strongest findings was that
civic engagement is often closely linked to personal dreams, dignity, self-development, and a desire to make some form of
impact. Young people repeatedly framed their future goals not only in terms of career success but also in terms of
contribution to society: “Mos rnaBHas Lesb - cTaTb BpayoM U nomMorath atoaam.” (“My main goal is to become a doctor and
help others."). “A xouy npocnaeuTb KbiprbiscTaH Ha Becb Mup.” (“I want to make Kyrgyzstan well-known throughout the
world.”).

These narratives complicate the simplified assumption that youth are becoming fully apolitical or indifferent. Rather,
many young people still express a strong desire to contribute socially, but increasingly through professional success,
entrepreneurship, creativity, localized initiatives, volunteering, or community support rather than through formal political
participation alone.At the same time, participants repeatedly described how priorities themselves are shifting. Economic
stability, self-development, migration, and personal success increasingly shape young people’s decisions and opportunities:
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“Ceiyac UEHHOCTM MOJIOAEXKM [ApYyrue... MPUOPUTETbI MOJIOAEKU MPEXKIE BCEro COCPeAoTOYEHblI HA SKOHOMMYECKOM
ctopoHe.” (“Youth values are different now... young people’s priorities are primarily focused on the economic side.”).

The findings also demonstrate that youth participation in Kyrgyzstan cannot be understood as ideologically
homogeneous. Participants described a wide range of engagement shaped by diverse social, political, religious, and cultural
values. Some participants openly reflected on the growing visibility of conservative or state-oriented youth participation:
“EcTb Apyras akTMBHas YaCTb, KOTOPas MPOBIACTHASA... LEHHOCTM INy60Ko TpaauumoHHblie.” (“There is another active group
thatis pro-government... with deeply traditional values.”)

At the same time, participants described feminist blogging, ecological activism, creative communities, educational
initiatives, religious retreats, spiritual spaces, volunteer networks, and online advocacy. This demonstrates that young
people participate in ways shaped by competing understandings of belonging, responsibility, and social change.

Family, peers, and social environment

The findings strongly demonstrate that family and close social environments play a major role in shaping whether
young people participate or withdraw. Supportive parents, teachers, partners, friends, and mentors often serve as critical
enablers of engagement. Several participants directly connected their participation to emotional support from parents and
relatives: “OH Bceraa roeopuT MHe AenaTh To, 4To MHe HpaBuTcs.” (“He always tells me to do what | like.”). “Mos mama Bcerga
nognepyxueasia M MoTueuposana meHsa.” (“My mother always supported and motivated me.”). “babylika Bceraa
noaaepykana.” (“My grandmother always supported me.”).

At the same time, participants described conservative environments, community judgment, and family resistance as
key barriers to participation. In some regions, especially among girls and young women, participation may still be perceived
asunnecessary, inappropriate, risky, or socially undesirable.

One participant reflected: “Mexmanumem bamkeHa ckopee mopmo3um Hac, 4yem
npoosuzaem aneped.” (“The mentality in Batken slows us down more than it moves us forward
")Another participant explained: “Y MHozux 0esywek 3mozo evibopa npocmo Hem.”

(“Many girls simply do not have this choice.”)

Importantly, participants also emphasized that restrictions are reproduced not only by men but also by broader
community expectations and internalized social norms: “IMpo6aema He Bcerga MAeT TobKO OT My>K4MH.” (“The problem
does not always come only from men.”)

At the same time, younger participants repeatedly emphasized that social attitudes are gradually changing and being
renegotiated: “Monoaé»b NocTeneHHo HaYMHaET NepeocMbIC/IMBaTh 3TU HopMbL.” (“Young people are gradually beginning
to rethink these norms.”)

Peer environments also emerged as powerful forces shaping participation. In some cases, friendships, youth
communities, and networks became spaces for solidarity, emotional support, and encouragement: “Co cTopoHbI Apy3eit 5
noJly4ato Takyto fo3y noaaep>kku.” (“l receive tremendous support from my friends.”)

At the same time, discussions revealed that peer environments may reinforce conformity, fear of standing out, or
emotional pressure. Several participants reflected on fear of self-expression and of being judged: “PaHbLue s 60s1cs
camosBblpakaTbes.” (“Before, | was afraid to express myself.”)

Others described how young people often adapt to the dominant group'’s expectations to avoid exclusion: “OHu
aKTMBHO AasaT apyr apyra.” (“They actively pressure each other.”)

These findings demonstrate that participation is shaped not only by political structures but also by emotional
dynamics within families, friendships, communities, and youth environments.

Economic pressure, migration, and survival

Economic realities emerged as one of the strongest forces shaping participation. Participants repeatedly emphasized
that many young people prioritize work, migration, education, and financial stability over civic participation because survival
demandsit.
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“MosioabIM /I0AAM YacTo NPUXOAMTCA XOAMUTh Ha paboTy, 1 34eck AeHbru BaxkHee.” (“Young people often have to
work, and here, money becomes more important.”)

Several participants openly acknowledged that young people increasingly engage where they see practical
opportunities, access to networking and resources, or economic benefits: “Ecnn Mbl cozgaem 6usHec... 3an 6yaeT NosoH.”
(“If we organize something around business... the hall will be full.”)

These findings suggest that civic participation cannot be analyzed in isolation from broader economic precarity,
unemployment, unequal opportunities, and survival-oriented realities. Participation often competes directly with
exhaustion, unstable employment, migration aspirations, caregiving responsibilities, and long-term uncertainty.

Lack of opportunities and unequal access

Participants repeatedly described structural barriers that limit youth participation, especially outside larger cities.
Lack of spaces, funding, transportation, access to information, training opportunities, youth centers, and institutional
support emerged consistently across discussions.

“na Monogexku npaktTmnyeckn HeT MecTa.” (“There is practically no place for youth."). Several participants described
difficulty organizing even basic activities because of limited accessible infrastructure: “MbI He MoXkeM HallTV NoaxoasLlee
mMecTo.” (“We cannot find a suitable place.”).

Urban-rural inequalities also came up repeatedly throughout the discussions. Participants from regions often
reported fewer opportunities, less access to information, and lower institutional support compared to those in Bishkek and
larger urban centers: “B ropoge ans Mosoaexxu 6oblie BosmoxkHocTel.” (“In the city, there are more opportunities for
youth.”)

Participants repeatedly emphasized the need for:

more educational opportunities; practical trainings; safe youth spaces;

and stronger long-term support

public speaking skills; accessible community centers; systems for youth initiatives.

The findings, therefore, show that participation is influenced by both motivation and disparities in access to
infrastructure, information, mobility, and institutional support.

Distrust, disillusionment, and uncertainty

Distrust emerged as another major factor shaping participation. Many participants expressed skepticism toward
institutions, political processes, official consultations, and formal participation mechanisms. Participants repeatedly
questioned whether youth voices are genuinely heard: “MbI He 3HaeM, CKONbKO U3 3TUX coobLeHni goxoauT.” (“We do not
know how many of these messages actually reach anyone.”)

Others described frustration with symbolic participation processes, in which youth are formally invited to participate,
yet theirinput produces little visible change: “OHu 130 Bcex cun cTapatoTcs He NpusHaBaTh cBoto BUHY.” (“They try their best
not to acknowledge their responsibility.”)

Corruption and lack of transparency also came up repeatedly throughout discussions:“decTHocTb 1 Npo3payHoOCTb
BOCMpUHMMaloTCA Kak cabocTb.” (“Honesty and transparency are perceived as aweakness.”)

Importantly, distrust was not limited to the government alone. Participants also described broader social distrust of
leadership, institutions, collective processes, and public discourse.

Several participants directly linked declining participation to growing disappointment and disillusionment:

“TocKkoIbKY J0BEpUeE MCHES/0, OHU B35/IM ceBS B PYKM 1 Havau geincteosaTth camu.” (“Since trust disappeared, they took
matters into their own hands and started acting on their own.”)

Despite barriers, distrust, fear, economic precarity, and a shrinking sense of safety, the findings demonstrate that
many young people remain willing to engage in the civic and public life of Kyrgyzstan in the future. Overall, 57.0% of
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participants said they plan to participate actively in civic or public life in the future, while another 37.2% selected “maybe.”
Only 5.8% said they do not plan to participate.

These findings are particularly important because they complicate simplified narratives of youth apathy or total
disengagement. Even under conditions marked by uncertainty, caution, distrust, and exhaustion, many young people still
express interest in contributing to society, helping communities, participating in public life, or staying connected to civic life
in some way.

At the same time, the large proportion of participants selecting “maybe” is analytically significant. It suggests that
future participation is conditional and negotiated rather than guaranteed. Young people often continue to balance civic
engagement with economic survival, migration aspirations, emotional exhaustion, safety concerns, and uncertainty about
whether participation can genuinely produce meaningful change.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan is shaped by a constant negotiation
between motivation and exhaustion, hope and distrust, solidarity and individual survival, and participation and uncertainty.
Young people continue to search for ways to participate, contribute, and express themselves, but increasingly do so under
conditions marked by economic precarity, unequal opportunities, emotional pressure, eroding trust, and growing caution
surrounding visibility and public engagement.

6.5. Inequalities & exclusion (including uneven participation)

The findings demonstrate that youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan is deeply unequal and shaped by overlapping
structural, social, economic, cultural, and geographic factors. Participation is not experienced equally across gender,
geography, socio-economic background, disability, language, social identity, or access to education and opportunities.
While some young people have access to networks, training sessions, mobility, visibility, and supportive environments,
others face layers of restrictions that significantly shape whether participation feels possible, safe, or meaningful.

Survey findings strongly reinforce broader patterns of unequal participation and exclusion. Participants most
frequently identified youth with disabilities (48.8%), low-income youth (47.7%), young women and girls (46.5%), rural youth
(40.7%), and queer youth (39.5%) as groups facing the most significant restrictions and barriers in civic and public life. Ethnic
minorities were also repeatedly identified as experiencing unequal access and participation barriers (23.3%). At the same
time, only 8.1% selected the option that “nobody faces special restrictions,” indicating that most participants recognize the
inequalities and uneven conditions shaping youth participation today.

Youth with disabilities 48.8%
Low-income youth 47.7%
Young women and girls 46.5%
Rural youth 40.7%
Queer youth 39.5%
Ethnic minorities 23.3%
“Nobody faces special restrictions” 8.1%

These findings are analytically important because they demonstrate that participation is not experienced equally
across social groups. Instead, access to civic and public participation is deeply shaped by overlapping structural inequalities
related to gender, geography, disability, socio-economic status, social norms, and opportunities and support systems.

Importantly, inequalities in participation are not only about access to formal opportunities. They also shape
confidence, visibility, the ability to speak publicly, access to information, emotional safety, mobility, social legitimacy, and
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whetheryoung people feel they have the right to participate at all.

Genderdynamics

Gender emerged as one of the strongest and most complex dimensions shaping youth civic engagement. Across
discussions, participants repeatedly described how women and men experience participation differently because of social
expectations, traditional gender roles, unequal responsibilities, and cultural pressures.

Several participants openly stated that women continue to carry disproportionate domestic and emotional
responsibilities: “Y »keHWMH MHOro o6s3aHHOCTElN - 3a60Ta O AeTAX, BeAEHMM AOMALUHEro X03AMCTBa, NPUroTOBEHUM
nuwn.” (“Women have many responsibilities, including caring for children, housekeeping, and cooking.”)

Another participant reflected: “Jaxe ecam Be4epoM NpUXoaaT AOMOM YCTaBLUMMM, 3a60TATCA O AETAX U O CBOUX
My>xbax.” (“Even when they come home tired in the evening, they still take care of their children and their husbands.”)

At the same time, participants repeatedly emphasized that women today are often highly active socially,
professionally, and civically, despite these pressures: “Ceityac »KeHLLUHbI 1 4eBYLLIKM 60/1ee aKTUBHO NPUHUMAIOT yYacTue B
o6uectee.” Ceiyac 8 Aymaro, YTO [EBOYKM B OCHOBHOM aKTWBHbI, AEBOYKM YYaCTBYHOT BO BCEM, a Ma/lbu4MKM MeEHeea
kTmBHbL." (“Now women and girls participate more actively in society.”).{(“Now | think girls are mostly active, and participate
in everything, while boys are less active.")

Several participants directly connected women'’s activism to the realities of everyday survival and care work:
“YKeHwmHbl 60s1ee akTUBHbI. [TOTOMY YTO MMEHHO YKEHLLMHbI CTPOAT CBOK MOBCEAHEBHYIO XM3Hb. (“Women are more
active because itis women who build everyday life.”)

Participants repeatedly described women as more visible in volunteering, mobilization, education, self-development,
social initiatives, and community organizing. Some discussions reflected admiration for women'’s ability to simultaneously
manage work, activism, and domestic labor: “OHu pa6oTatoT 1 AoMa, 1 BHe AoMma, oHu cTapatoTtces.” (“They work both at
home and outside the home, they really try.")

At the same time, these narratives revealed how gendered expectations become normalized. Women's participation
is often accepted as long as it remains tied to care, education, community support, or social issues rather than to visible
political leadership.

Several participants openly reproduced traditional gender roles: “leByLUKM AONXHbI CO3aBaTb CEMbIO U CUAETH
poma.” (“Girls should create a family and stay at home.”)

Others emphasized that men are expected to hold leadership and political roles: “My»k4MHbl YacTo B AMAEPCTBE U
NMOJIMTUYECKM aKTUBHO Y4acTBYIOT B pelueHumun npobaem.” (“Men are often in leadership roles and actively participate in
solving problems politically.”)

Meanwhile, women were more often associated with “acceptable” social spheres:
“WceHWUHbl yuacmeyrom, ec/u coyudsbHas cgepa, obpaszosarue.”
(“Women participate when it concerns the social sphere or education.”)

Participants repeatedly connected this

One of the strongest findings was that early marriage, inequality to early marriage and the pressure
family pressure, and unequal expectations continue to | surrounding womanhood:

imit girls’ opportunities: “PazHuya e 803MoxucHOCMAX “Koz0a moi sbitioewb 3amyxnc?”

Mos100bix Oesyuwiek u toHoweli oepomHa.” (“The difference (“When will you get married?”).

in opportunities between young women and young men “MHozue 0esywKuU He Mo2ym npo0o1xamb
is enormous.”) yueby u pabomams.” (“Many girls cannot

continue their education or work.”)
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At the same time, discussions revealed important

Several participants noted that after marriage, contradictions and transformations. Some participants

girls often disappear from public participation argued that women today may be more motivated

spaces: “[lesywKu 8 cmyoeHuYecKue 200bl to participate because they increasingly seek economic

akmueHvle. [locse bpaka cmaHosssmcs independence, education, and autonomy: “OHu 6osbuwie

naccusHbiMu.” (“Girls are active during student He #c0ym myxcyuH.” (“They no longer wait for men.

years. After marriage, they become passive.”) ”). Another participant reflected: “/lesywku npeycnesaro
‘ ‘ m 8o eceM.” (“Girls succeed at everything.”) ‘ ‘

Importantly, several participants also highlighted that women

themselves may reproduce restrictive norms toward other women. At the same time, some participants described
Discussions touched on internalized misogyny, distrust, and pressure women as being perceived as “safer” mobilizers
from older women on younger women who participate publicly or and communicators than men: “/llodu mo2ym
politically: “9mo moxcem nposienssmbcs 8 hopme Hedosepus, 60/1blie 008ePSIMb HeHWUHAM, YeM
obecueHUB8aHUs Usau coMHeHul 8 eé KoMnemeHmHocmu.” myxcyuHam.” (“People may trust women

(“This can manifest as distrust, devaluation, or doubts about her more than men.”)

competence.”)

Overall, the findings suggest that women and girls in Kyrgyzstan face both stronger structural barriers and greater
social pressure, alongside high levels of participation and resilience.
This contradiction became one of the central themes across the discussions.

Urban-rural differences and uneven civic ecosystems

Urban-rural differences emerged as another major dimension of inequality shaping youth civic engagement.
Participants repeatedly emphasized that opportunities, visibility, resources, infrastructure, and even the meaning of
participation differ significantly between cities and villages.

Many participants described cities as places that have:

more institutions; seminars and trainings; internet access;

o . . ire d broader exposure
outh organizations; educational opportunities; an.
v = = to ideas and networks.

As one participant explained: “B zopoode 0715 Several participants contrasted urban individualism with
Mosnodexcu bosblue sosmoxcHocmedl.” (“In the city, stronger collective practices in villages: “YKumenu oepesHu
there are more opportunities for youth.”). ecez0a cobuparomcs emecme.” (“Village residents alw

At the same time, discussions reflected that cities ays gather together.”). “B cenax, ckopee ecezo, M

are associated with fragmentation, individualism, 0/100e%cb NoMozaem ceoeMy coobulecmsy uepe3 ALLIAP.
and weaker collective ties: “Mbl, 20po0ckue ucumenu, (“In villages, young people most likely help their
32oucmuyHbl.” (“We, city residents, are selfish.”) communities through ashar.”)

Importantly, rural participation was often described not as formal activism but as collective labor, mutual aid, religious
and community solidarity, sports, or practical problem-solving.

At the same time, participants repeatedly emphasized that Another participant reflected: “axce Ha AuuHyto
rural youth face significantly fewer opportunities and stronger JCU3Hb Y HUX Hem npaea 2osoca.” (“They do not
social pressure: “B cenax y Monodexcu npakmuyecku Hem even have a say on their own lives.”)

2onoca.” (“In villages, youth practically have no voice.”)
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Participants also repeatedly connected rural inequality to:

weak infrastructure; limited educational access; lack of internet;

pressure from relatives; and dependency on local social hierarchies.

One participant explained: “/laxce 8 Hekomopbix cesax Hemy uHmepHema.”
(“In some villages, there is not even internet.”)

At the same time, several participants complicated simplistic urban-rural binaries by arguing that rural youth may
actually demonstrate stronger collectivism, mobilization capacity, and practical participation: “Hawia cesibckas Moiogexkb
60/1ee akTMBHa, YeM ropogckas.” (“Our rural youth are more active than urban youth.”)

Others explained this as a necessity: “INocko/ibKy NOTPeBGHOCTH Ce/IbCKUX AeTen 60/blie, aKTUBHOCTb HAaYMHAETCS
nMenHo TaM.” (“Because the needs of rural children are greater, activity begins there.”)

These findings demonstrate that rural youth are not necessarily less active. Rather, their participation often takes
different forms, shaped by collective survival, local responsibilities, and community interdependence.

Socio-economicinequality and participation

Economic precarity emerged repeatedly throughout discussions as a major factor shaping who can participate and
how. Participants emphasized that many young people prioritize survival, work, and migration over civic participation.
“Monogexxb HaxoanT paboTy, 4To6bl npokopMnThes.” (“Young people find work to survive.”)

Several participants openly questioned whether activism is realistic under conditions of economic instability: “Um
NpUXoamTCA pellaTb nosceaHeBHble npobaemsl.” (“They have to solve everyday problems.”)

Migration also repeatedly appeared as a response to inequality and limited opportunities: “BonbLIMHCTBO ropoykaH

MHOrO JyMatoT 06 M3y4eHUM A3blKa, Noe3AKe 3a rpaHuLy 1 xumsHm Tam.” (“Most urban residents think a lot about learning
languages, going abroad, and living there.”)

Participants also described how participation itself increasingly depends on access to money, free time, education,
and networks. Several noted that young people may engage more actively when opportunities are linked to professional
development, stipends, networking, or career growth.

Marginalized identities and exclusion

The findings also demonstrate that some groups remain systematically excluded from meaningful participation.
Participants repeatedly mentioned people with disabilities, young people from low-income backgrounds, queer youth,
ethnic minorities, and socially isolated individuals as groups facing additional barriers.

One participant reflected: “JInuam c orpaHMYEHHbIMWN BO3MOXKHOCTSIMU 34,0POBbS C/IOXKHO Y4aCTBOBaTh TaK KaK He
co3paHbl ycnosus.” (“People with disabilities find it difficult to participate because conditions are not made for them.”)

Others emphasized that many young people simply cannot prioritize participation while struggling to survive: “Um
NPUXoAMTCA peLlaTh NoBcegHEBHble MpobsieMsl, a He Kyaa-To xoauTb.” (“They have to solve everyday problems rather than
go somewhere.”)

Several participants also reflected on social stigma and exclusion: “EcTb xelTepbl, KOTOpble MOryT HeraTMBHO
BbicKasbiBaTbcs. (“There are haters who may speak negatively.”)

Importantly, discussions around exclusion often returned to the broader issue of unequal conditions for participation.
Participants repeatedly emphasized that participation requires access, safety, support, confidence, time, mobility, and
recognition.
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Without these conditions, many young people remain formally “included” yet are practically excluded from
meaningful civiclife

Overall, the findings suggest that youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan is shaped by deeply uneven social realities.
Participation is not only about willingness or motivation; it is also about who has access to safety, support, information,
economic stability, networks, mobility, and the social legitimacy to participate openly. These inequalities profoundly shape
whose voices become visible, whose participation remains hidden, and whose experiences remain marginalized within civic
and political spaces.

6.6. Perceived impact and the limits of structural change

One of the strongest contradictions emerging throughout the research is that many young people in Kyrgyzstan
continue to participate socially and civically, while increasingly doubting whether participation can lead to bigger structural
or political change. Across interviews and FGDs, participants often spoke about hope and disappointment almost
simultaneously. They described local successes, community support, educational initiatives, fundraising, volunteering, and
personal growth, but also frustration, exhaustion, distrust, and the sense that larger systems remain unchanged despite
participation.

Importantly, this does not mean young people have stopped caring. On the contrary, many participants still described
civic engagement as meaningful and necessary — especially when it helps solve immediate, practical problems in everyday
life.

Participation was often discussed using concrete and tangible examples:

helping communities; supporting vulnerable families; creating educational opportunities;
organizing local initiatives; volunteering; taking environmental action;
fundraising; or helping young people access new skills and professions.

One participant directly explained: “rpa)kgaHckoe y4acTne CTaHOBUTCS 0COGEHHO BayKHbIM, MOTOMY YTO OHO MOYKET
B/MATbL Ha Takue 6a3oBble BeLU, KaK AOCTYMN K 06pa3oBaHUio U paBHble Bo3MoxxHocTW.” (“Civic participation becomes
especiallyimportant because it can influence such basic things such as access to education and equal opportunities.”)

Many participants spoke proudly about local initiatives and youth-led efforts that create visible change within
communities. Discussions about digital skills and new professions emerged particularly strongly, especially in regions where
young people increasingly seek independent ways to create opportunities for themselves.

Several participants highlighted that youth in Batken are increasingly developing skills in SMM, mobilography, and
digital entrepreneurship: “B BaTkeHe Takyke MHOro cneumaamucTo no SMM... MoJIofieXKb B 3TOM Jl€/1e O4YEHb XOPOLLO
pasbupaetcs.” (“There are now many SMM specialists in Batken... young people are highly skilled in this field.”)

Others described how young people increasingly study independently, purchase online courses, create projects, and
support each other professionally: “OHu yyaTcs B 3TOM 061aCTH, OTKPbIBAOT CBOM COBCTBEHHbIE MPOCTPAHCTBA, MOKYNakoT
Kypcbl.” (“They study in this field, create their own spaces, and buy courses.”)

Importantly, many participants no longer described “impact” in terms of major political victories or dramatic systemic
transformation. Instead, impact was often understood as gradual shifts in everyday life, social attitudes, education, digital
access, and opportunities.

Several participants reflected on how internet access and social media gradually change people’s thinking: “B3rnsapl
NOAeN COBEPLUEHHO OT/IMYAIOTCA OT Tex, YTo 6bamn 5-6 net Hasan,” (“People’s views are completely different from what
theywere 5-6years ago.”)

Another participant explained: “BonbLUMHCTBO MoOMOAbLIX /OAEN BUAAT MHOFO BCEr0 B MHTEPHETE, a 3aTeM
MeHsTCA K Tydwemy.” (“Most young people see many things on the internet and then change for the better.”)
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Discussions of solidarity and mutual aid also appeared repeatedly. Some participants described fundraising
campaigns, collective support, and community donations as key forms of social impact: “Mo>kHo co3gaBaTb rpynnbl, 1
MOJIO[EXKb MOXET AenaTb noxepteoBaHus.” (“You can create groups, and young people can donate.”)

These examples suggest that many young people continue to see participation as meaningful when it produces visible
and immediate improvements in people's lives and communities.

At the same time, participants expressed different understandings of what "meaningful participation" actually entails.
Those connected to institutional or state structures often framed their contributions in terms of discipline, employment,
education, entrepreneurship, and participation in state-supported development programmes.

Several participants emphasized that youth engagement is valuable when it contributes to social stability,
professionalization, and economic productivity: “Monogble noaM AOXKHBI CTaTb MOJIE3HBIMU A9 06LLEeCcTBa
rpaxkgaHamMun.” (“Young people should become citizens who are useful to society.”)

Government internship programs, vocational training, and entrepreneurship initiatives were repeatedly mentioned
as examples of positive youth engagement: Ceityac npoekT ‘MonoaexkHas cTaxknposKa' paboTaeT yr>ke 2 roga.” (“The ‘Youth
Internship’ project has now been operating for 2 years.”). “locygapcTso pa6oTaeT Haj, creumabHON NporpaMMont pasBnTuUs
npegnpuHmMmatenscTea.’ (“The state is developing a specialized entrepreneurship program.”)

Within these narratives, participation was often framed less in terms of rights, representation, or political voice and
more in terms of productivity, discipline, professional growth, and contribution to national development.

At the same time, one of the strongest emotional patterns across discussions was a growing skepticism about
structural political change. Many participants openly questioned whether youth participation genuinely changes the power
structure or decision-making.

The same participant continued: “Mosiooexcwb
desidem pesosoyUr, d NOYEMY-mo 0CmMasaucb me
we pebssima Ha eepxyuwike.” (“Young people make
the revolution, but somehow the same people

remain at the top.”) ‘ ‘

This became particularly evident in discussions surrounding
previous revolutions. One participant directly reflected:

“3mo hpocmo ucnosb3osaHue Mos00ex U KaK pecypc Ha 8pemsi.”
(“It was simply the use of youth as a temporary resource.”)

This quote captures one of the central tensions evident throughout the research. Many young people continue to
participate socially and civically, yet increasingly doubt whether visible political participation actually leads to long-term
power redistribution or meaningful systemic change.

Several participants directly linked this disappointment to migration aspirations and to a loss of faith
in local opportunities: “IpoosuHymas mosoodedicp... 8 0CHOBHOM Kyoa edym? Ha 3anao,
8 Amepuky.” (“Advanced youth... where do they mostly go? To the West, to America.”) ‘ ‘

Importantly, this skepticism does not necessarily translate into complete apathy or disengagement. Instead, many
participants seem to have lower expectations about what participation can realistically achieve. Rather than imagining
participation as arevolution or large-scale political transformation, many increasingly focus on:

solving local problems; helping specific communities; supporting people directly;

creating small opportunities; or improving individual lives.

Another participant said: “Ecau s pazbozameto,
51 noMozy n1t0sIM, Komopble cmpadarom.”

(“If I become rich, | will help people who are
suffering.”)

One participant reflected: “maneHbkue 00U Mo2ym 8Hecmu
60s1bWol 8Kk1a0 6 passumue obujecmea.” (“Small people can
make a big contribution to society’s development.”)
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These findings suggest that perceptions of impact are shifting away from collective political transformation toward
localized, individualized, and practical forms of contribution. Across discussions, participants often expressed hope for
gradual social change, frustration with political realities, belief in local impact, and skepticism about structural
transformation.

This contradictionitself became one of the study's central analytical findings.

Young people continue to organize, volunteer, help communities, build initiatives, learn new skills, support each other,
and adapt to new forms of engagement. However, many increasingly do so without a strong belief that formal political
systems will fundamentally change in response to their participation.

As aresult, participation itself increasingly becomes pragmatic, localized, emotionally cautious, and survival-oriented
rather than openly transformative or revolutionary.

Overall, the findings suggest that youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan continues to have a meaningful impact across
interpersonal, community, cultural, educational, and local levels. At the same time, many young people increasingly perceive
a growing disconnect between participation and structural political change. This gap profoundly shapes how participation is
imagined, practiced, and valued today.

6.7. Insights: What do these findings mean?

The following research has gathered some important insights. The most significant insight is the following: youth civic
engagement in Kyrgyzstan remains in place and hasn't disappeared or become passive.

What this research offers is a complex reality. While youth participation and engagement may appear less visible than
in previous years, youth in Kyrgyzstan continue to engage in their communities, support social causes, volunteer, organize
initiatives and projects, share information, participate online, and respond to issues they truly relate to or care about. What
has changed is not just youth's willingness to participate, but the conditions under which their participation takes place (a
factorthatis often overlooked).

At the same time, the research indicates that visibility itself has become increasingly complex. Many participants
described carefully weighing risks before speaking up publicly, expressing opinions online, joining campaigns, or associating
themselves with particular situations. Across in-depth interviews, focus group discussions (FGDs), and survey responses,
young people repeatedly distinguished between "safe" and "risky" (dangerous) forms of participation. As a result,
participationis increasingly shaped by assessments of safety, visibility, and potential consequences.

One of the strongest patterns identified in the research is the normalization of self-censorship and its integration into
the lives of youth. Participants revealed that self-censorship is not limited to activists or human rights defenders. Self-
censorship has become a common experience for many individuals and an important part of navigating public life. Many
participants described learning to phrase their words carefully, avoiding certain topics, especially those related to politics,
limiting their visibility, or choosing indirect ways to express concerns, such as through local media channels. What emerges
from these discussions is not merely fear, but adaptation. Therefore, youth continue to participate and engage, but often in
ways that reduce risks to themselves and, importantly, to their families, peers, and communities.

The findings also challenge narrow or limited understandings of civic engagement. If participation is measured only by
protests, advocacy campaigns, public mobilization, or formal civil society structures (such as NGOs), an important part of
modern youth engagement remains invisible and unrecognized. Many young people described participating through
volunteering, mutual aid, fundraising (including crowdfunding), community support, educational initiatives, online spaces,
creative expression, and informal solidarity networks of solidarity. These forms of engagement may be quieter and less
visible, yet they remain meaningful.

At the same time, the research highlights how uneven participation persists. Access to civic engagement is shaped by
gender, geography, socio-economic status, disability, access to information, mobility, and social support. Young women and
girls, rural youth, youth with disabilities, queer youth, and young people from low-income backgrounds often face additional
barriers that affect whether participation feels possible, safe, or worthwhile. Therefore, participation is not simply a matter
of motivation orinterest, as it is shaped by unequal access to opportunities, resources, and safe, supportive environments.

Another important insight concerns how young people understand impact. Many participants continued to believe
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that participation can make a difference in people's lives and communities. They spoke about helping others, supporting
local initiatives, creating opportunities, and addressing everyday problems. Yet many expressed skepticism about the
possibility of broader structural change. The findings suggest that while belief in local impact remains relatively strong, trust
in formal political systems, institutional responsiveness, and accountability is often much weaker. As a result, participation
increasingly becomes localized, practical, and focused on achievable change rather than on large-scale national
transformation.

Taken together, these findings suggest that youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan is not disappearing, but
transforming. It is becoming more adaptive, more selective, and often less visible. Rather than interpreting quieter
participation as evidence of disinterest or disengagement, the findings support viewing it as a response to shifting political,
social, and economic realities. In this context, participation is increasingly framed by questions of safety, belonging,
opportunities (including economic ones), and impact.

Finally, the research underscores the need for a broader understanding of civic engagement in restrictive
environments. Young people continue to participate, contribute, care, organize, and imagine different futures, full of hope
for positive change. However, they increasingly do so in ways that may not always align with traditional definitions of
activism or civic participation. Recognizing these emerging forms of engagement is essential to understanding how young
people continue to exercise agency amid uncertainty, inequality, and shrinking civic space.
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Conclusion

This research suggests that youth civic engagement in Kyrgyzstan is not disappearing. Rather, it is evolving under the
pressure of shrinking civic space, economic barriers and uncertainty, social expectations, unequal opportunities, and
shifting ideas about safety and visibility.

The youth of Kyrgyzstan continue to participate in many ways, including volunteering, online engagement,
community support, environmental initiatives, educational spaces, local problem-solving, creative expression, mutual aid,
fundraising, and informal networks of solidarity. However, many of these forms don't always look like “traditional” activism.
They may be quieter, less visible, more localized, or more indirect. This is why youth participation can be easily
underestimated if we only look for protests, public campaigns, NGO- or government-related engagement and work, or
formalized political engagement.

One of the strongest findings of the research is that visibility itself has become more complicated. Many young people
carefully assess what can be said, where it can be said, how publicly it can be expressed, and what consequences may follow.
Self-censorship, caution, and strategic silence are increasingly part of how young people navigate civic life. This does not
mean that young people do not care. In many cases, it means they are trying to stay safe while remaining socially and
politically aware.

The findings also show that participation is deeply unequal. Gender, geography, disability, socio-economic status,
language, access to information, family support, and mobility shape who can participate and how safely. Young women and
girls, rural youth, youth with disabilities, queeryouth, ethnic minorities, and low-income youth often face additional barriers.
At the same time, the research shows that these groups are not only “vulnerable” or “excluded”; many are active, creative,
and resilient, and often participate under more challenging conditions.

Additionally, economic pressure and migration strongly shape youth participation. Many young people want to
contribute to society, but they also need to study, work, support families, consider migration, and build personal stability.
From this perspective, youth participation increasingly competes with survival. This doesn't make young people passive; it
actually shows that civic engagement cannot be separated from broader questions of economic security, dignity, and future
prospects.

At the same time, it is worth noting that young people still believe in change, especially at the local and community
levels. They continue to help others, launch initiatives, learn new skills, and support one another. However, many are also
skeptical about whether participation can influence larger political systems or produce lasting structural change. This gap
between everyday engagement and structural transformation is one of the most significant tensions identified in the
research.

Overall, the current research advocates a more comprehensive and realistic view of youth civic engagement in
restrictive environments. Young people in Kyrgyzstan continue to care, participate, adapt, and contribute. Yet they
increasingly do so through forms shaped by caution, inequality, pragmatism, digital spaces, community care, and survival.
Recognizing these forms is necessary to support youth participation in ways that are safer, more inclusive, more equal, and
more meaningful.




Recommendations

Recommendations

The following research offers recommendations for stakeholders seeking to enhance youth civic engagement across
Kyrgyzstan. We believe these practical recommendations can effectively support youth civic participation in Kyrgyzstan,
especially in the context of a shrinking civic space.

fx
figss FOR GOVERNMENT AND STATE INSTITUTIONS

e Create safer, more meaningful conditions for youth participation by protecting the freedoms of expression,
association, peaceful assembly, and public participation. Young people should not feel that civic engagement,
criticism, or public expression may lead to punishment, pressure, or consequences for themselves, their families,
ortheir peers.

e Strengthen youth participation mechanisms beyond symbolic inclusion of youth. Youth councils, public hearings,
municipal consultations, and state-supported youth programs should include clear feedback loops, transparency,
and evidence that young people’s input is genuinely considered in decision-making at all levels.

e Investinyouthinfrastructure outside Bishkek and other large cities, such as Osh, including youth centers or hubs,
community spaces, accessible public venues, internet access, transportation support, and local educational
opportunities.

e Pay particular attention to rural youth, young women and girls, youth with disabilities, low-income youth, queer
youth, and ethnic minority groups. Youth policy should address unequal access to participation and ensure the
inclusion of diverse youth groups.

e Support economic opportunities for young people, including employment, internships, skills development,
entrepreneurship, and decent work. Civic engagement becomes more possible when young people aren't forced
to choose between participation and mere survival.

573
Eﬁ%ﬂ FOR CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANIZATIONS (CSOS)

e Recognize and support diverse forms of youth participation, including online activism, informal initiatives, mutual
aid, creative expression, local volunteering, community care, and less visible forms of engagement.

e Create safer spaces for participation where young people can speak honestly without pressure, judgment,
punishment, or forced visibility. Not all participation needs to be public to be meaningful.

e Invest in long-term accompaniment, not just one-time activities. Young people need mentoring, peer support,
protection, well-being support, digital security, and opportunities to grow over time.

e  Work beyond the same visible urban circles. More intentional outreach is needed to rural youth, young people
from marginalized communities, youth with disabilities, young women and girls, and those not already connected
to NGOs or donor-funded spaces.

e Avoid normalizing or romanticizing burnout, sacrifice, or risk as signs of “real activism, engagement, or
participation.” Youth participation should be sustainable, caring, and emotionally safe.

©
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E%‘E{” FOR DONORS AND INTERNATIONAL ACTORS
e Supportlong-term, flexible, and locally grounded approaches to youth participation rather than prioritizing short
project cycles. Young people need continuity, and civic engagement requires sustainability. Building trust,
participation, leadership, and community ownership takes time and cannot be achieved by short-term
interventions alone.
e Support regional and rural youth ecosystems, including local youth organizations, informal groups, community
initiatives, and grassroots spaces outside Bishkek and Osh.
¢ Include safety, well-being, digital security, and risk mitigation as core components of youth civic engagement
programs, especially in shrinking civic spaces.
e Recognize and commission frameworks for low-visibility and adaptive forms of participation as legitimate civic
engagement. Donor frameworks should not value only public campaigns, visibility, indicators, or formal
outcomes.

To effectively support youth civic engagement, all interested parties must challenge their assumptions about how
participation should manifest and focus on the realities young people face today. Policies, programs, and funding must adapt
to the evolving nature of engagement, the unequal conditions that shape participation, and the broader social, economic,
and political factors that influence young people's lives. Only then can we make participation not only more visible but also
more accessible, meaningful, and sustainable.
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Annex 1. Survey Questionnaire (Kyrgyz & Russian)
The questionnaire used for the online survey conducted as part of this research.
Access here: https:/docs.google.com/forms/d/150fhlODkhRgZaTWghMiYX2Z5D2Y3cf3bp Ahy-PV3e8/preview

Annex 2. Focus Group Discussion Guide (Kyrgyz & Russian)
The semi-structured discussion guide used during the six focus group discussions.
Access here: https:/drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/1c?-0ijEUHA5si7CHot8ubG-gKfyOB96K

Annex 3. In-Depth Interview Guide (Kyrgyz & Russian)
The semi-structured interview guide used for the in-depth interviews.
Access here: https:/drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/1KcA-YIHS-zb9T9 vRIop1VTY2DmgOzLf

Annex 4. Research Ethics and Informed Consent (Kyrgyz & Russian)
Participant information sheet and informed consent form used throughout the research process.
Access here: https:/drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/IWw1kJY9N-Uvv201WebrcO02T3LgtTwEy-

Annex 5. Data Collection Overview (Kyrgyz, Russian, English)
Access here: https:/drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/1IDIg3-uYm5ASVL1fSsWX9eAk35VxGFup

Data collection period - February - May 2026

Research locations:
Osh

Batken

Talas

Issyk-Kul
Bishkek/Chiy
Manas (Jalal-Abad)


https://docs.google.com/forms/d/15Ofhl0DkhRqZqTWghMiYX2Z5D2Y3cf3bp_Ahy-PV3e8/preview
https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/1c9-0ijEUHA5si7CHot8ubG-gKfyOB96K 
https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/1KcA-YIHS-zb9T9_vRIop1VTY2Dmg0zLf 
https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/1Ww1kJY9N-Uvv2o1We6rc02T3LqtTwEy- 
 https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/1IDIg3-uYm5ASVL1fSsWX9eAk35VxGFup 
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