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YOUTH LEADERSHIP THROUGH
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
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Abstract: This article discusses the nature and characteristics of the Social Action
Project (SAP) and its effectiveness in promoting youth leadership through community
engagement. SAP is a youth leadership program admrinistered by the British Council.
The progranm: aims to empower young individuals to address social issues significant o
them and to cultivate the necessary skills and confidence to create a positive inpact within
their commmunities. The research employed a Qualitative Interpretative Meta-Synthesis
(OIMS) framewort. Results showed that SAP provided various opportunities for the
youths, equipping them with the essential knowledge, skills, and support required to
assunie leadership roles in their commmnities. These findings offer important guidelines for
youth organizers, practitioners, and policymakers to marke this program muwore youth-
friendly and successful in developing youth leadership.

Keywords: youth leadership, youth training, youth empowerment, community
engagement, Social Action Project, British Council

1. Introduction

The Social Action Project (SAP) is a youth leadership program run by the
British Council that aims to empower young people to take action on
social issues that matter to them and develop the skills and confidence

1 PhD., Center for Family and Child Studies, Research Institute of Humanities and Social Sciences,
University of Sharjah, Sharjah, United Arab Emirates; Professor, Institute of Social Welfare and
Research, Univetsity of Dhaka, Dhaka, Bangladesh. E-mail: rezauldu@gmail.com ORCID:
0000-0002-2217-7507

2 PhD., Senior Lecturer in Social Work, School of Social Work and Arts, Chatles Sturt University,
Wagga Wagga, Australia. E-mail: nmungai@csu.edu.au ORCID: 0000-0002-3281-1022


https://doi.org/10.35782/JCPP.2024.2.01
mailto:rezauldu@gmail.com
mailto:nmungai@csu.edu.au

4 | M. Rezanl ISL.AM, Ndungi WA MUNGAI

needed to make a positive impact in their communities (Buzinde et al.,
2019). The program is designed for young people aged between 18-25,
who are passionate about making changes in their lives and community
and want to develop the skills and knowledge to turn their ideas into
actions. The SAP program is delivered through a combination of
workshops, training, mentoring, and community engagement activities
(Zuber-Skerritt, 2015). The program is tailored to the needs and interests
of the participants and is designed to be flexible and responsive to the
changing needs of the participants. The program is also designed to be
inclusive, ensuring that young people from diverse backgrounds can
participate and benefit from the program. Through the SAP program,
young people gain a deeper understanding of the social issues they care
about, learn how to develop, and implement effective action plans, and
develop leadership skills that will serve them well in the future. The
program also provides young people with the opportunity to connect with
like-minded peers and learn from experienced mentors and community
leaders.

The SAP program is part of the British Council's broader efforts to
promote youth empowerment and civic engagement. It is argued that
many young people are not given the chance to take on leadership roles in
their communities, and as a result, they may miss out on valuable
experiences and opportunities to make a positive impact. The SAP aims
to address this problem by providing young people with the support and
resources they need to become effective leaders and active members of
their communities. The program is based on the belief that young people
have the potential to be powerful agents of change and that by providing
them with the right skills and support, we can help them to make a
meaningful and lasting impact in their communities. This paper aims to
provide an overview of the SAP program, including its design,
implementation, and evaluation. It will describe the program's goals and
objectives, its target population, and the key components of the program.
Additionally, it will provide an assessment of the program's effectiveness
in promoting youth leadership and community engagement, and highlight
the key lessons learned from the program's implementation.

Developing leadership skills in young people is crucial for their personal
and professional growth, as well as for the betterment of their
communities. By providing opportunities for community engagement, the
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SAP helps young people to develop the skills and knowledge needed to
become effective leaders, which can have a positive impact on their
communities and society (Hastings et al., 2011; Horstmeier & Ricketts,
2009; Wheeler & Edlebeck, 2006; Farago et al., 2018; Checkoway, 2011).
Additionally, this research is significant as it can provide valuable insights
on how to effectively engage young people in community service and
leadership development programs. It will help to identify the key factors
that contribute to the success of such programs, which can then be
replicated and scaled to reach more young people. Furthermore, the
outcomes of this research could inform the design of similar programs in
other organizations, thus helping to promote youth leadership and
community engagement on a larger scale.

2. Research context: Youth leadership and community
engagement of British Council

The British Council (BC) is a UK-based organization promoting cultural
relations and education globally. Their Active Citizens program is a social
leadership initiative that empowers individuals and communities to create
positive change. Since its inception in 2009, the program has impacted
over 100,000 people through training, conferences, research, and
international visits. It focuses on developing leadership skills, fostering
teamwork, and encouraging critical thinking. Participants engage in
community service and social enterprise projects while connecting with a
global network. The program is inclusive and delivered in partnership with
local organizations, tailored to each community's needs. Through the
Active Citizens program, the BC aims to foster a sense of global
citizenship and empower individuals to address local and global challenges
effectively.

This paper conceives two main concepts such as community engagement
and youth leadership. Community engagement has been defined as "the
process of working collaboratively with and through groups of people
affiliated by geographic proximity, special interest, or similar situations to
address issues affecting the well-being of those people" (U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 1997). Previous studies have shown that
community engagement can have a positive impact on both individuals
and communities. For example, community engagement can lead to
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increased social capital, improved health outcomes, and increased civic
participation (Hawe et al., 2004; Kim et al., 2018; McPherson et al., 2001).
On the other hand, youth leadership has been defined as "the ability of
young people to inspire, motivate, and direct others toward a common
goal or vision" (Komives et al., 2015). Murphy and Reichard (2012) found
that education and social contexts such as schools and extracurricular
activities play a significant role in shaping early leadership behaviors in
fostering leadership skills through opportunities for collaboration,
decision-making, and taking on responsibilities. These contexts shape
adolescents' values, beliefs, and attitudes towards leadership, as well as
provide them with role models and opportunities for social engagement
that contribute positively to their communities and society. Youth
leadership development programs have been shown to increase civic
engagement, self-efficacy, and academic achievement among young
people (Flanagan et al,, 2011; Liang et al., 2015; Skogan et al., 1999;
Murphy & Reichard, 2012).

The BC Active Citizens program promotes cross-cultural, geographic, and
political peer-to-peer learning through an engaging community of
participants (Percy-Smith, 2015). Upon completion of the program,
participants are eligible to apply for a spot on an international study visit.
The program is designed for individuals aged 18 and over who possess a
strong sense of local culture and identity, an established local network, an
interest in learning and expanding their perspectives, good communication
skills, and a value for fairness and social justice. Additionally, participants
should already have some experience with social action in their
community, either through professional or volunteer work. The Active
Citizens Learning Journey is a fundamental aspect of the program, which
focuses on exploring the ways people connect and appreciate diversity.
The journey is guided by a commitment to social justice, inclusion, and
empowering individuals to shape society.

The Learning Journey involves going through four learning modules
shown below and in figure 1 (The British Council, 2014):

e Module 1: Understanding Me - Identity and Culture: In this
module, participants gain a deeper understanding of the concepts
of identity and culture, and apply this learning to comprehend the
beliefs, behavior, and attitudes of themselves and others.
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e Module 2: Intercultural Dialogue - Me & You: Participants learn
how to use dialogue as a tool for fostering empathy, trust, and
understanding within and across cultures.

e  Module 3: Building Communities - We Together: Participants gain
insight into the concept of 'community' and its relationship with
identity and culture. They apply this learning to their community
to identify a problem they want to address and the people they
need to engage to achieve their goals.

e Module 4: Social Action Planning: Participants focus on planning
a social action initiative in their community, taking into account
different levels of detail and complexity. This includes identifying
and clarifying their agenda, a specific intervention, and how they
will implement it.

Figure 1: The learning Journey

Me Me and You We together Social Action
Identity and Intercultural Local and Planning

k@ culture dialogue global

‘ communities

WSy ‘
P

Source: The British Conncil (2014)

The British Council offers youth leadership development training as part
of its education and society program. These programs aim to empower
young people to become active citizens and leaders in their communities
through training, mentoring, and networking opportunities (Buzinde et al.,
2019). They provide young people with the skills, knowledge, and
confidence to create positive change in their communities, and to be able
to address local and global challenges. These programs may include
training in leadership, teamwork, communication, problem-solving, and
critical thinking. They may also provide opportunities for young people to
engage in volunteering, community service, and social enterprise projects.
These programs are designed to be inclusive and accessible to all young
people, regardless of their background.
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BC's Active Citizens program promotes sustainable social change globally by
building a network of local leaders. It targets individuals already committed
to social responsibility, such as youth workers, educators, and faith leaders,
providing them with training and connecting them with like-minded
individuals wotldwide. The program operates in partnership with local
organizations, and an animation on the homepage gives an overview of its
workings. Unique in its direct delivery by BC, the program focuses on
developing skills and knowledge for individuals actively working to improve
their communities through positive social action. It aims to cultivate "Active
Citizens" who are self-aware, understand systems, and take positive actions
for their community's benefit. These individuals actively engage in trust-
building, understanding, and social participation within their local and global
communities. The program empowers leaders to have a significant impact,
contributing to sustainable development at both local and global levels.

This active citizen leadership program has a key objective: to inspire young
people in the local community to actively participate in making a
difference. This involvement, known as community engagement, means
working together with community members to address issues that affect
them and achieve common goals (Mathur & Clark, 2014; Roman et al.,
2023). It is a collaborative approach that empowers people to take an
active role in identifying and resolving challenges they face, working
together to bring about positive changes. Community engagement can
take various forms, such as holding public meetings, conducting focus
groups, gathering community feedback through surveys, and even
involving community members in deciding how to allocate resources
(participatory budgeting). It is often used in activities related to community
development, planning, and creating policies. The overall goal of
community engagement is to foster a more inclusive, fair, and sustainable
community (Suboticki et al., 2023). This is achieved by giving everyone a
voice and ensuring that their needs and concerns are considered and
included in the decision-making processes. In essence, the program aims
to empower local youths to actively participate in shaping their
community's future in a way that benefits everyone.

Table 1 presents a planning overview of the "Save Water at Home" social
action project, which aims to reduce household water consumption
through efficient appliances and water-saving techniques. The table
provides details on the project's goals, objectives, expected results,
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stakeholders, challenges, required resources, activities, assessment
techniques, and sustainability initiatives. For a more comprehensive
understanding of the project, readers are encouraged to refer to Table 1
for detailed information.

Table 1: Planning for a social action project on climate actions

Name of social action project: Save Water at Home

Goal The goal of the project is to reduce household water consumption through the
implementation of efficient appliances and water-saving techniques
Objectives Immediate objectives Long term objectives
a) Identify the main a) Establish a sustainable water usage plan
sources of water b) Promote water conservation in the
consumption: community
b) Research and ¢) Continuously monitor and improve

implement water-
saving technologies
¢) Educate household
members
d) Monitor and track
usage periods

Problems High water consumption

that will be Lack of awareness

solved Inefficient use of resources

through this | Environmental impact

project

Expected Reduced water consumption

results Increased awareness and understanding of water conservation

Improved water efficiency
Positive environmental impact

Stakeholders | a) Stakeholders associated with a project to save water at home can include

associated homeowners, landlords, utility —companies, water conservation
with this organizations, and government agencies.
project b) Homeowners and landlords may be responsible for implementing water-

saving measures in their properties, while utility companies and
government agencies may provide resources and incentives to help with
conservation efforts.

c) Water conservation organizations may offer education and support to help
individuals and families reduce their water usage.

Challenging | Inside community Outside community

agents Homeowners Water rights holders or other stakeholders
Local businesses Other municipalities or regions
Political leaders or State or federal government agencies that
government officials regulate water usage or allocation
Opponents or Environmental advocacy groups or non-
competitors of the project | governmental organizations
Misinformed or skeptical Private water companies or other water
community members providers
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Property developers Industry groups or lobby groups
Industry groups or lobby | Other interest groups with different ideologies
groups Other communities with water scarcity problem
Community members Scientists and researchers may disagree on the
Political groups with best
different ideologies International organizations or countties
Resources Materialistic Human Natural Social
needed Water-saving fixtures such | A project Water Support and
as low-flow showerheads, | manager or Land or participation
faucet aerators, and toilets | team leader outdoor from household
with dual flush options. Plumbers or space members
Water meter or other other Sunlight Support and
device for measuting tradespeople ot other participation
water usage. Educators or energy from local
Timers ot automatic shut- | outreach sources organizations
off valves for irrigation Maintenance Plants and community
systems. personnel Soil groups
Rain barrels or other Staff or Materials | Support from
water storage containers. volunteers to from local government
Tools for repair and monitor nature and utility
maintenance Community such as companies
Educational matetials or leaders or natural Support from
signage to inform and representatives | stones, experts in fields
educate household clay, sand, | Support from
members about water and other | the media
conservation. materials | Support from
Water leak detector financial
institutions
Activities With whom Time
1 Select a location where the project | Youth 7 days
will be implemented
2 Meeting for building awareness | Youth, members of civil 8 days
about the project society, local government,
standing committee,
implementing organizations
3 Prepare a database about major | Youth, members of civil 20 days
activities, participants, and resources | society, local government,
and fundings, prepare working | standing committee,
strategies and challenging groups implementing organizations
4 Share the list with major Youth and household and 10 days
stakeholders other stakeholders
5 Resource collection Youth 10 days
6 Implement the activities [household | Youth, members of civil 30 days
visits, uthan meeting, family-based society, local government,
discussion) standing committee,
implementing organizations
7 Continues monitoring and Youth During imple-
supervision mentation period
8 Evaluation Youth 5 days
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Progress Gantt Charts
assessment | Earned Value Analysis (EVA)
techniques Progress Reports

Milestone tracking
Checklists and To-do lists
Status Meetings

Control Charts

Pareto Charts

Root Cause Analysis

Project Key Performance Indicators (IKPIs)
evaluation Benchmarking
tools Return on Investment (ROI) analysis

Water audits

Performance monitoring

Surveys and interviews

Cost-benefit analysis

Life cycle assessment

Triple bottom line approach

Initiatives to | Regular monitoring and evaluation of water usage

make this Regular maintenance and repair of fixtures and systems

sustainable Education and awareness-raising

Implementing a rainwater harvesting system

Incorporating green infrastructure

Regulatly reviewing and updating the project's plan and goals
Source: Prepared by the anthors.

Youth leadership through community engagement refers to the process of
empowering young people to take on leadership roles in their communities
and actively engage in addressing local issues (Jennings et al., 2006; Russell
et al., 2009; Checkoway, 2011). This approach aims to provide young
people with the skills, resources, and support they need to design and
implement social action projects that address specific challenges in their
communities. By taking on leadership roles in their communities, young
people can develop a sense of civic responsibility and gain a better
understanding of the needs and concerns of the community (Zeldin et al.,
2013). Youth leadership through community engagement can take many
forms, such as youth-led community service projects, youth-led advocacy
campaigns, and youth-led community development initiatives (London et
al., 2003; Libby et al., 2006; Suleiman et al., 2006; Delgado & Staples,
2007). The goal of this approach is to empower young people to take an
active role in shaping the future of their communities and to provide them
with the opportunities to develop the skills and knowledge they need to
become effective leaders. It also provides them with the opportunity to
work with other community members and organizations and to learn from
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their experiences. This type of engagement can foster community
cohesion and empowerment, as young leaders work alongside community
members to address local issues. It also can help to develop key skills, such
as leadership, project management, communication, and problem-solving,
which are valuable for personal and professional development (Lee et al.,
2020, Blake et al., 2008).

3. Research Methodology

This study presents its findings through a qualitative investigation where
a Qualitative Interpretative Meta-Synthesis (QIMS) was conducted to
collect data on the British Council's SAP focused on how the program
fostered youth leadership through the community. QIMS is a nonlinear
conceptualization of a data collection tool that combines themes from a
collection of related studies, resulting in a comprehensive understanding.
This approach aligns with previous research conducted by Jofres et al.
(2008), Ruiz and Praetorius (2016), Schuman (2016), Islam (2016, 2017),
Islam and wa Mungai (2016), and Reza et al. (2019).

Data for QIMS were collected using purposive sampling, selecting studies
relevant to the British Council's SAP and its importance toward youth
leadership through community involvement. Qualitative studies were
identified through computer databases and reference lists in the English-
language literature, particularly in the social sciences, using keyword
searches such as ‘Active Citizens’, 'Social Action Project’, ‘youth
leadership,' and ‘community engagement’. Studies were included in the
sample if they met the following criteria: (1) focused on SAP for
promoting youth leadership and community engagement, (2) utilized a
rigorous qualitative research design, (3) published in English, and (4)
published in peer-reviewed journal articles listed in Scopus. All other
studies and articles were excluded. The search covered the period from
January 2010 to December 2023 in Scopus databases. had read 52
publications and discarded 25 of them due to irrelevancy to the research
objectives. The final selection consisted of 18 articles, 4 reports, 3 books,
and 2 other sources which were deemed most relevant for this article. 1
also reviewed relevant published and unpublished national and
international reports and documents, including reports published by the
British Council, and the United Nations, as well as research reports. These
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significant articles and reports are listed in the reference section. I did not
simply summarize the findings of previous research, but critically analyzed
the selected articles and documents to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the impacts of SAP for promoting youth leadership and
community engagement. I was aware about the comprehensive under-
standing of the limitations, challenges, and difficulties outlined by
DeSawal and Peck (2022) in their examination of the extensive literature
on youth leadership development.

Each piece of literature was carefully analyzed to extract themes. Original
themes within each piece of literature were examined to preserve the
integrity of the authors' work. Common factors were identified as themes
and collected across studies to form a comprehensive understanding,
resulting in discrete categories. Through this process, a structural and
contextual understanding emerged, describing the engagement of youth in
the SAP to promote their leadership skills. Throughout the theme
extraction process, the author engaged in triangulation with the research
mentor to ensure the validity of evaluation and accuracy in theme
selection.

4. Results and Discussions
Features and characteristics of SAP

The Social Action Project (SAP) for youth leadership is a program that aims
to empower young people to take action on social issues that matter to them
and develop the skills and confidence needed to make a positive impact in
their communities (Lash & Kroeger, 2018; Azizi, 1999). The program is
designed for young people aged between 18-25, who are passionate about
making changes in their lives and want to develop the skills and knowledge
to turn their ideas into actions. The SAP program is a holistic program that
focuses on the personal and professional development of the youth. It aims
to equip the youth with the knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessaty to
become effective leaders and agents of change. The program is designed to
be inclusive and responsive to the needs and interests of the participants.

The SAP program is delivered through a combination of interactive
workshops, training, mentoring, and community engagement activities.
The workshops and training sessions are designed to provide young
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people with a deep understanding of social issues and to teach them how
to develop and implement effective action plans (Lash & Kroeger, 2018).
The mentoring and community engagement activities are designed to
provide young people with the opportunity to connect with like-minded
peers and to learn from experienced mentors and community leaders. The
program also provides young people with the opportunity to put their
newly acquired knowledge and skills into practice by implementing a
community project. This implemented project is designed to provide
young people with the chance to create a tangible and lasting impact in
their communities. SAP for youth leadership is a comprehensive program
that equips young people with the knowledge, skills, and attitudes
necessary to become effective leaders and agents of change. The program
is designed to be inclusive, responsive to the needs of the participants, and
to provide young people with the opportunity to make a tangible and
lasting impact in their communities.

e The project is designed to provide young people and communities with
the skills, knowledge, and resources they need to identify and address local
and global challenges in their communities (Lash & Kroeger, 2018). SAP
is based on the belief that young people and communities are capable of
creating positive change in their communities and addressing local and
global challenges. It is grounded in the principles of active citizenship,
social entrepreneurship, and community development, and it is designed
to be inclusive and accessible to people of all ages, genders, and
backgrounds. SAP has some distinct characteristics and objectives

e The project is designed to be community-led and community-driven,
meaning that the project is initiated, planned, and implemented by the
local community.

e The project is based on a collaborative approach, where different
stakeholders (community members, organizations, and local
authorities) work together to identify and address local challenges.

e The project is designed to provide young people and communities with
the skills, knowledge, and resources they need to identify and address
local and global challenges in their communities.

e The project encourages participants to reflect on their values, beliefs,
and actions, and to develop a sense of global citizenship.
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The project provides opportunities for participants to engage in
community service and social enterprise projects, and to connect with
a global network of like-minded individuals and organizations.

The project is delivered in partnership with local organizations and is
tailored to the specific needs and context of each community.

SAP is a community-led initiative that empowers people to create positive
social change through community service and social enterprise projects,
by providing them the necessary skills, knowledge, and resources to
identify and address local and global challenges in their communities. SAP
has some distinct characteristics:

Planning: This phase involves identifying a problem or issue in the
community, researching possible solutions, and developing a plan of
action.

Implementation: This phase involves carrying out the plan of action,
which may include activities such as community mobilization, capacity-
building, and service delivery.

Monitoring and Evaluation: This phase involves tracking the progress
of the SAP, measuring its impact, and making any necessary
adjustments.

Sustainability: This phase involves ensuring that the impact of the SAP
is sustained over time, which may include activities such as scaling up
the project, building partnerships, and developing a long-term
sustainability plan.

Communication and  dissemination: This phase involves
communicating the results of the SAP to key stakeholders and
disseminating the learnings from the project to other organizations or
actors that could benefit from them.

SAP for youth leadership through community engagement

SAPs have been implemented in various countries around the world. For
example, the Youth Service America (YSA) program in the United States
is a similar initiative that aims to promote youth engagement and
leadership through community service projects (Elsabbagh et al., 2013).
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The YSA program has been shown to have a positive impact on young
people's sense of civic responsibility, leadership skills, and community
engagement (Elsabbagh et al., 2013; Wray-Lake et al., 2010). Another
similar initiative is the Youth Leaders in Action (YLIA) program in Hong
Kong, which aims to develop leadership skills among young people
through community service projects (Chan, 2014). The YLIA program has
been shown to have a positive impact on young people's leadership skills,
sense of social responsibility, and personal development (Chan, 2014).

It is worth noting that these components may vary depending on the
specific SAP and the organization implementing it, but these are the
general components that are usually considered in an SAP. SAP is
important for several reasons:

e Empowerment: The SAP empowers individuals and communities to
take control of their development and to create positive social change
in their communities. It provides them with the skills, knowledge, and
resources they need to identify and address local and global challenges.

e Community development: The SAP is designed to be community-led
and community-driven, meaning that the project is initiated, planned,
and implemented by the local community. This approach helps to build
stronger and more resilient communities, as well as promoting a sense
of ownership and responsibility among community members.

e Global citizenship: The SAP encourages participants to reflect on their
values, beliefs, and actions, and to develop a sense of global citizenship.
This promotes mutual understanding and respect among people from
different cultures and backgrounds and helps to build a more peaceful
and just world.

e Social entreprenecurship: The SAP provides opportunities for
participants to engage in community service and social enterprise
projects, which helps to build a more sustainable and equitable society.

e Networking: The SAP connects participants with a global network of like-
minded individuals and organizations, which provides opportunities for
learning, collaboration, and the sharing of best practices.

e Global connections: The SAP provides young people with the
opportunity to connect with other young leaders from around the
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wotld. This allows them to share ideas and learn from one another, as
well as gain a broader perspective on issues affecting their communities
and the world at large.

e Inclusivity: The SAP is designed to be inclusive and accessible to
people of all ages, genders, and backgrounds. This helps to ensure that
everyone can participate and contribute to the development of their
community.

e Mentoring and training: The program includes mentoring and training
for participants, which helps them to develop the skills and knowledge
needed to be successful leaders. This may include training on
leadership, project management, and community development, as well
as opportunities to gain hands-on experience through volunteer work
and other activities.

The SAP aims to create long-term and sustainable impact. Through the
program, young people are equipped with the necessary tools and
resources to create meaningful and lasting change in their communities.
Additionally, the British Council also tracks the progress of the project
and evaluates the impact on the community and the young people who
participated.

e Access to resources: The SAP provides participants with access to a
wide range of resources that can help them to achieve their goals. This
may include funding for projects, access to experts and mentors, and
opportunities to connect with organizations and individuals who can
provide support and resources.

e Flexibility: The program is flexible and adaptable to the needs and goals
of each participant. It allows young people to identify and focus on the
issues that matter most to them, and to take action in ways that are
meaningful and impactful.

e Collaboration: The SAP encourages collaboration among young
people, organizations, and communities. This helps to build a sense of
shared ownership of the issues being addressed and to create a more
inclusive and equitable environment for change.

e Long-term Support: The British Council provides long-term support
to participants, even after the completion of the program. This allows
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young people to continue their work and achieve their goals, as well as
maintain their connection with the British Council and the global
network of young leaders.

Multi-country project: The SAP is usually a multi-country project
which allows young people from different countries to work together
and learn from each other's cultures, experiences, and ways of
addressing social issues. This helps to broaden the perspectives of
young leaders and to create a more inclusive and diverse environment
for change.

SAP of the British Council highlights local context and community
problems as part of its approach to empowering individuals and
communities to create positive social change.

Community-led: The SAP is designed to be community-led and
community-driven, meaning that the project is initiated, planned, and
implemented by the local community. This approach allows the
community to identify their problems and challenges, and to develop
solutions that are tailored to the specific context and needs of the
community.

Needs assessment: To identify community problems, SAP uses a needs
assessment process. This process involves engaging with the
community to understand their needs, aspirations, and challenges. This
helps to identify issues that are most pressing for the community and
ensures that the project is addressing the real needs of the community.

Local context: The SAP takes into consideration the local context of
the community, including its culture, history, and social norms. This
helps to ensure that the project is culturally appropriate and relevant to
the community.

Community ownership: By highlighting local context and community
problems, the SAP promotes community ownership and responsibility.
This empowers the community to take control of their development
and to create positive social change in their communities.

Solution-based: By highlighting local context and community
problems, the SAP can develop solutions that are tailored to the
specific context and needs of the community. This helps to ensure that
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the project is addressing the real needs of the community and is more
likely to be successful.

e Sustainability: By addressing the specific and local problems and taking
into account the local context, SAP's solution is more likely to be
sustainable in the long run and have a greater impact.

SAP has had several positive impacts on youth community engagement
and empowerment. Firstly, the program has been successful in increasing
youth involvement in community development projects. A study by
Oxfam found that SAP had increased the participation of young people in
local governance and decision-making processes, leading to the
development of more effective and sustainable community projects
(Oxfam, 2016). This increased engagement has also helped to foster a
sense of social responsibility and civic duty among the youth.

Secondly, SAP has been effective in developing the leadership skills of
young people. Through the program's training and mentoring activities,
young people have been equipped with the skills and knowledge necessary
to take on leadership roles within their communities. A study conducted
by the Asian Development Bank found that SAP had led to the
development of youth leaders who were able to initiate and implement
community projects independently, thereby enhancing the sustainability
and impact of these projects (Asian Development Bank, 2013).

Thirdly, SAP has contributed to the empowerment of young people by
providing them with opportunities to address social and economic
challenges facing their communities. By engaging in community
development activities, young people have been able to address issues
such as poverty, gender inequality, and social exclusion. A study by the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) found that SAP had
contributed to the empowerment of young people by providing them with
the skills and confidence to take on these challenges (UNDP, 2018).

Fourthly, youth leadership through community engagement is closely
related to a country's social development because it helps to empower
young people to take an active role in their communities and make a
positive impact. When young people are allowed to lead and engage in
community service, they develop important skills such as critical thinking,
problem-solving, communication, and teamwork. These skills are essential
for personal and professional growth, but they also contribute to the
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betterment of the community and society. Additionally, youth leadership
through community engagement can help to promote social cohesion and
inclusivity. By working together on community projects, young people
from different backgrounds and perspectives can learn to appreciate and
respect each other, breaking down barriers and fostering a sense of
community. Furthermore, when young people are engaged in community
service, they are more likely to be invested in the well-being of their
community and to work towards improving social issues such as poverty,
inequality, and discrimination.

Fifthly, youth leadership through community engagement is vital for
achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It empowers
young people, fosters social cohesion, and promotes sustainable
development, addressing poverty, inequality, and discrimination. The
SAP: Nurturing Youth Leadership through Community Engagement
aligns with SDG 4 by providing access to education and skills training. It
also contributes to SDG 11 by promoting sustainable practices in
communities. Youth leadership through community engagement can
advance progress in other SDGs, such as SDG 1, SDG 5, SDG 8, SDG
10, and SDG 17.

Finally, SAP has had a positive impact on the overall well-being of young
people. Through their engagement in community development activities,
young people have been able to develop strong social connections and
networks, leading to improved mental health and well-being. A study by
Plan International found that SAP had led to improved self-esteem and
confidence among young people, and had contributed to the development
of a sense of belonging and purpose within their communities (Plan
International, 2017).

6. Conclusions

The Social Action Project (SAP) for youth leadership is a comprehensive
program that aims to empower young people to take action on social
issues and make a positive impact in their communities. The program
focuses on the personal and professional development of the youth,
providing them with the knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary to
become effective leaders and agents of change. SAP is delivered through
interactive workshops, training, mentoring, and community engagement



Nurtnring youth leadership through commmunity engagement | 21

activities. It is community-led, collaborative, and inclusive, and it
encourages participants to reflect on their values and develop a sense of
global citizenship. SAP has been implemented in various countries and
has shown positive impacts on youth community engagement and
empowerment. The key results of the study were:

o Increased youth involvement in community development projects
and local governance.

o Development of leadership skills among young people, leading to
independent initiation and implementation of community projects.

o Empowerment of young people to address social and economic
challenges in their communities.

o) Contribution to personal and professional growth of young people,
fostering social cohesion and inclusivity.

o Alignment with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by
providing access to education and skills training, promoting
sustainable practices, and addressing poverty, inequality, and
discrimination.

o) Improved overall well-being of young people, including enhanced
self-esteem, confidence, and social connections.

Opverall, SAP has proven to be an effective program in empowering youth
to create meaningful and lasting change in their communities, while also
contributing to their personal growth and well-being.

We have found several limitations and challenges that can significantly
impact SAP’s success and sustainability. Firstly, limited funding poses a
critical obstacle, making it difficult to sustain the project long-term and
restricting its overall impact. This financial challenge can result in a
reduction of the project's scope, thus limiting its effectiveness (UNESCO,
2018). Secondly, community engagement plays a vital role in the success
of SAPs, necessitating active involvement and participation from the
community throughout the planning and implementation stages to achieve
desired outcomes. Without adequate community engagement, projects
may struggle to fulfill their goals and objectives (WHO, 2020). Thirdly,
resistance to change within communities, especially when projects
propose modifications to long-standing traditions or practices, can impede
progress and make goal attainment challenging. All of such projects
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underscore the importance of comprehending the cultural and social
context of the community before initiating an SAP (Plan International,
2017). Fourthly, successful SAPs often require specific skills and
knowledge. Insufficient access to necessary expertise can hinder project
outcomes. Proper planning and training must be in place to ensure the
project team possesses the required knowledge and skills to effectively
implement the SAP (UNICEF, 2021). Additionally, considering
sustainability right from the planning stage is crucial. Many SAPs depend
on external funding, and without adequate plans for long-term
sustainability, projects may struggle to continue after funding runs out
(Oxfam, 2020). Finally, evaluating the impact of SAPs on communities is
crucial but challenging. Developing appropriate evaluation criteria is
essential to accurately measure the project's effect on the community
(UNDP, 2019). By proactively addressing these challenges through careful
planning, community involvement, resource allocation, and a focus on
long-term sustainability, SAPs can enhance their chances of success and
achieve meaningful outcomes for the communities they serve.

To overcome the limitations and challenges of SAPs, various strategies
can be utilized. One of the essential strategies is to identify potential
sources of funding early on, such as grants, donations, and partnerships
with organizations, and develop a diversified funding strategy to avoid
dependency on a single funding source. Effective community engagement
can be ensured by building strong relationships and developing a clear
communication plan that involves the community in the planning and
implementation of the project. Additionally, understanding the
community's values and traditions can help overcome resistance to
change. Partnering with organizations or individuals that have the
necessary skills and knowledge and providing training and capacity-
building opportunities can overcome the lack of expertise. A sustainability
plan that identifies potential sources of ongoing funding and outlines
strategies for maintaining the project's impact over the long term should
be developed. A clear evaluation plan that includes both quantitative and
qualitative measures, and involves the community in the evaluation
process, is also crucial. Regularly monitoring the political and social
context and being flexible to adapt the project to changes in government
policies and societal attitudes is also important. Combining these strategies
can lead to successful SAP implementation.
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1. Introduction

The labor market is built around competition regarding the selection of
workers according to certain qualities that employers consider desirable
and valuable. Consequently, some people have limited access based on
considerations of gender and nativity, age and skills, education and
experience (Kraal et. al., 2009). The integration of migrant women into the
labor market is a complex process that involves, among others, the
elimination of gender-based discrimination in employment and in
determining the monthly salary amount (Syed and Murray, 2009). Also,
the integration of migrant women, not only on the labor market, but also
in society, requires capturing the socio-cultural and economic elements of
the gender dynamics regarding the phenomenon of migration and, at the
same time, the identification and application of effective specific pro-
integration social policies.

Both men and women migrate in order to access a quality education and
to increase their financial and professional opportunities, but also for
family reunification and marriage (Fleury, 2016). It was only between the
1970s and 1980s that research on migrant women began to take shape,
thus changing the views of the phenomenon of migration (Gabbacia,
1991; Bevelander, 2005). In this way, the notion of gender appears in
discussions about migrants, along with the problems faced by migrant
women (Benerfa et.al., 2012; Sinke, 20006). The notion of gender studies in
migration research has been developed later during the 1990s and 2000s,
being also encouraged by decision-making policies of the International
Organization of Migration (IOM) (Collins, 1998; Parrenas, 2000).

The term "gender" refers to the roles, behaviors, and identities
traditionally associated with women and men in a given society or culture.
Gender is not just a matter of biology (sex) but is a complex social and
cultural construct that influences how people behave, perceive themselves
and are perceived in society. Gender can include aspects such as gender
stereotypes, social norms, expectations, gender identity and more.

Discrimination against migrant women and migrant men, in general, refers
to the unfair treatment or favoring of one category of migrant over
another based on their gender. Discrimination can take many forms and
vary according to the society and culture in which it occurs (Pokharel,
2008; Aigner and Cain, 1977). In other words, discrimination against
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migrant women and migrant men may have some differences and also
similarities, but it is important to emphasize that both migrant women and
men can be victims of discrimination in different contexts and for
different reasons. However, differences between discrimination against
migrant women and migrant men may depend on several factors,
including culture, legislation, history and the specific context of migration.
There are some elements related to discrimination against migrant women.
The first element could relate to the fact that migrant women may be
subjected to gender-specific discrimination, which means that they are
discriminated based on their sex. This may include employment
discrimination, lower wages for the same work, limited access to
educational opportunities, or reproductive health discrimination. Of
course, migrant men may also be subject to gender discrimination, but in
a different way (Ellemers, 2018). Also, related to gender discrimination is
gender violence, to which migrant women can be more vulnerable.
Furthermore, both migrant women and migrant men can be discriminated
because of their migratory status, especially where legal documents
regarding this status are missing. The cultural norms and values promoted
in the host country may have more conservative attitudes towards women,
which may lead to additional discrimination for migrant women.
Regarding discrimination at the workplace of migrant women, things are
more complicated, in the context of discriminatory trends that may vary
depending on the work sector. For example, certain sectors may have
more pronounced discrimination against male migrants, while others may
discriminate against female migrants (Heilman and Caleo, 2018). Also,
migrant women may experience difficulties accessing sexual and
reproductive health services or exercising their reproductive rights, such
as access to contraception or abortion (Allotey et.al., 2004).

Discrimination based on gender and ethnicity on the labor market of
migrant women contribute to their marginalization and implicitly to keep
them in poverty, denying them free and unconditional access to basic
services such as education or primary preventive medicine. Career
progress for both migrant men and women is full of obstacles and
difficulties, as they are forced to accept inconsistent positions, even
inferior to their training (Schrover et. al., 2007). Therefore, migrants have
been illustrious as victims of a discriminatory culture and policy based on
gender and ethnicity (Roggeband and Verloo, 2007).
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The present study proposes an analysis of the perceptions of
discrimination experienced by migrant women upon labor market labor
market access. Thus, the study starts from an examination of the
specialized literature in order to build a complete picture on the subject
and continues with a presentation of the research findings. The six oral
history interviews were selected out of a set of 21 interviews with third
country nationals in Romania, carried out as part of a doctoral research
investigating access and inclusion mechanisms of migrants in Romania.
The six were selected as, out of the 21 interviews, these were the women
who had labor experience in Romania. The interviews were conducted in
the period between June 2021 and January 2022. Thus, the scope of the
current study is to reveal the lived experiences of migrant women and their
perceptions regarding labor market integration.

2. General theoretical approaches and a short policy
review

By and large, the term integration is often associated with social cohesion
and migration, in the sense of the integration of migrants in the receiving
country. Thus, the integration of migrants is a process developed in time
and space, involving assimilation, inclusion and adaptation (Favell, 2010).
Also, special attention must be paid to the problem of the integration of
migrant women in the labor market, which most often takes into account
factors such as: gender, ethnicity, age, spoken language, experience and
education, which most often become disadvantages for employment
(Schieckoff and Sprengholz, 2021).

Gender-based discrimination is a form of violence against women,
regardless of ethnicity, age or social status. According to the Istanbul
Convention on combating violence against women and domestic violence,
dated 12 April 2011, gender-based violence against women is translated by
abuse and violence against women only on the basis of being a woman, or
that affects women directly, being a serious violation of Human Rights
and, at the same time, it is a gender-based discrimination against women.
Acts of a physical, economic, sexual, psychological or social nature, in the
public or private space, as well as the limitation of women's access to the
labor market or the educational system, which is meant to bring damage
and suffering to the victims, are therein included. Non-discrimination,
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according to the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (Article
21), implies (1) "the prohibition of discrimination of any kind, based on
reasons such as sex, race, color, ethnic or social origin, genetic
characteristics, language, religion or beliefs , political or other opinions,
membership of a national minority, wealth, birth, disability, age or sexual
otientation”; (2) “Within the scope of the treaties and without prejudice
to their special provisions, any discrimination is prohibited on grounds of
citizenship”.

Further, according to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women, (Article 1), United Nations, gender-based
discrimination represents "any distinction, exclusion or restriction made
on the basis of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or
nullifying the recognition , enjoyment or exercise by women, regardless of
their marital status, on the basis of equality of men and women, of human
rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social,
cultural, civil, or any other field".

In other words, the limitation of women's access to the labor market
implies the violation of the fundamental rights promoted at the
international level and causes damage not only to the victims, but to the
economic and social system of the receiving country, ignoring the
advantages of the integration and use of this important human capital
(Alfarran et.al.,, 2018; Behtoui, 2008). In the global context of population
aging and taking into account the multiple difficulties created by the
COVID-19 pandemic, capitalizing on the labor force of migrant women
can be a beneficial solution for both sides.

As far as Romania is concerned, through a legislative set, the observance
of some basic principles regarding gender equality is guaranteed, as it is:
Law no. 202, April 19, 2002, on equal opportunities between women and
men; Emergency ordinance no. 45/2020 for completing Government
Ordinance no. 137/2000 on the prevention and sanctioning of all forms
of discrimination. Also, Romania has a National Immigration Strategy
regarding Migration for the period 2021-2024, which consists of a set of
public policies designed to effectively manage the reception and
integration of migrants.

There are several factors that contribute to the women's desire and
subsequently, to their decision to migrate to another country, such as: age
and ethnicity; the level of education and the profession practiced; the
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marital status and existence of children etc. (Boyd and Grieco, 2014;
Hiralal, 2017). In addition to gender, age and place of birth, migrant
women face discrimination based on body weight when hiring. For health
and economic reasons, body weight is sometimes taken into account by
employers (Busetta et.al., 2020). Thus, the socio-economic and political
dimension of discrimination against migrants on various grounds, in the
receiving country, acquires new values.

In general, there are several factors that influence the labor market in a
country, such as: the integration policy of migrants; policy favorable to the
employment of women and the elderly; the moment in which the economy
of the respective country is located; fiscal policies; the degree of fraud in
the fiscal system; the openness that employers have towards other
cthnicities and the training possibilities they have and can offer to
employees etc. Depending on such factors, migrants face more or less
difficulties in finding a job according to their training (Borjas, 2001,
Damm, 2009). For example, for purely economic and logistical reasons,
employers prefer to check the health status of their future employees, and
also being overweight becomes a clear disadvantage at the time of
employment. Body weight is most often associated with the physical state
of health and with the work potential and resistance of the employee.
Some employers even provide their employees with access to various gyms
or monthly subscriptions for this purpose, being a good way to prevent
various cardiovascular diseases. So, body weight is a very important factor
for the employer, not only regarding migrants, but also all other categories
of employees and future employees. Consequently, this form of
discrimination is based on purely economic considerations taken into
account by employers (Busetta et.al., 2020; Busetta et.al., 2018a).

Therefore, there are some main key elements regarding the integration
process of migrants on the labor market and in society. It is important to
emphasize that each of these key elements can become a disadvantage for
migrants who want to find a job and integrate in the host country. For
example, a considerable disadvantage for migrants in terms of employment
can be the age. Age is often taken into account by employers, not only in the
case of migrant women, but also in the case of natives. It is considered that
with advancing age, the speed of adaptation and response to new challenges
decreases, but above all, the degree of performance in the field of activity
decreases (Balch and Scott, 2011; Stypifiska and Gordo, 2018). Migrant
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women are doubly disadvantaged from this perspective, so that, in addition
to specific vulnerabilities, they could face preconceptions regarding the link
between gender and work performance; speed of learning and adaptation; the
degree of endurance and response to challenges. It must be clarified that
gender difference highlights the advantages granted to men when employed
on the labor market compared to women (Raghuram, 2008; Ballarino and
Panichella, 2018).

Likewise, gender and race are part of the socially constructed categories
meant to create notable differences between individuals in terms of
identity, interrelationship with those around them and positioning in
society. Multiracial feminist theory has its roots in the approaches and the
feminist movement, based on the implementation and application of the
principles of gender equality and racial non-discrimination. Since migrant
women face, in some cases, integration difficulties caused by
discrimination based on gender, ethnicity and social class, multiracial
feminist theory can be applied in this case as well, to analyze, from certain
points of view, both the factors and the consequences of discrimination
and marginalization. In essence, the consequences fall not only on the
victims of discrimination and marginalization, but also on society as a
whole (Zinn and Dill, 2016; Browne and Misra, 2003).

Knowing the language of the host country by migrants, in general, is an
advantage in finding a job faster. At the same time, the migrant's place of
origin can be accompanied by a series of preconceptions, which only
complicate the process of assimilation and integration. Natives of that
country may be at an advantage in terms of employment due to their
knowledge of the language, acquired experience or educational level. All
these aspects, in general, are predictable signs of good integration in the
work team, and employers take these aspects into account (Kaas and
Manger, 2012; Schieckoff and Sprengholz, 2021).

The level of assimilation and integration capacity of the receiving country
is a very important aspect, because each state has its own policy regarding
the integration of migrants on the labor market, with more or less
disadvantages for them. Preventing and combating the marginalization of
migrants is crucial in facilitating free access to education and finding a
suitable job (Brell et.al., 2020; Dustmann, 1996). Also, many times, in the
case of migrant women, the level of education and experience are not
taken into account by the employer. Migrant women present a seties of
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adaptation problems, and at the same time, their ability to adapt and
integrate, is being underestimated. Thus, the migrant woman is employed
in a position inferior to her training and experience accumulated over time,
having to demonstrate repeatedly that she can have good results at work
(Piracha et.al., 2012; Buzdugan and Halli, 2009).

Another disadvantage can be the socio-cultural differences between the
country of origin and the receiving country translate into difficulties in
accepting and adapting to new social and legislative rules, different
customs, etc. The process of accommodation and integration is different
for each individual migrant, depending on the life history; level of
education and experience; the cultural similarities between the country of
origin and the host country; whether or not there are family relatives in
the host country etc. (Fokkema and De Haas, 2015; Diehl et.al., 2016).

A very important aspect is the socioeconomic status of the migrants can
be an advantage in the process of integration in the receiving country, in
the conditions where they come from a higher class, or it can be a
disadvantage, in the case of a lower class. Among other things,
socioeconomic status shows the degree of access to education, health,
culture, etc. Also, the lower social class and the precarious material
situation shows an increased degree of marginalization and it can force the
members of a family to separate and migrate in search of new sources of
income and for a better life (Chen et.al., 2020; Rose, 1958).

In order to ensure proper integration, migrants need several guarantees
and actions from the host country's government, starting from general
human rights, up to facilitating access to education and participation in the
labor market, such as: eliminate all forms of discrimination based on
gender, culture, age and ethnicity by promoting equal rights and legal
protection against discrimination; guarantee free access to social,
educational and medical services in the receiving country; respecting and
facilitating migrants access to the labor market; capitalizing as much as
possible on this new source of experience and manpower; offering legal
and material support to migrants in order to integrate them as quickly and
casily as possible; adapting the relevant legislation to the new challenges
of the period regarding the needs of migrants nowadays; the existence of
centres that offer support in order to learn the language of the receiving
countty, to identify a suitable job and a home that the migrant can afford;
ensuring respect for women's rights and human rights, through the state
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apparatus and the competent institutions; promoting tolerance towards
other cultures and ethnicities (Merrouni and Machak, 2019; Velluti, 2007).

3. Gender-based discrimination of migrant women on the
labor market

Gender-based discrimination of migrant women on the labor market is
defined as unequal treatment that migrant women may experience in
employment and work-related opportunities due to their gender (Pustulka,
2015). It is obvious that this form of discrimination intersects with both
gender discrimination and discrimination based on migration status.
Gender-based discrimination against migrant women in the labor market,
in general, reveals a series of disadvantages and difficulties such as:
language and cultural barriers; discriminatory hiring practices favoring
native-born candidates over migrants; also, migrant women may face
barriers to accessing benefits such as maternity leave; sometimes, migrant
women may not be aware of their rights or may fear reporting
discrimination due to concerns about immigration status; language
barriers in general; some migrant women may be vulnerable to precarious
work conditions, including long hours, low pay, and lack of job security;
some migrant women often face a wage gap compared to both male
migrants and native-born women; occupational segregation, where
migrant women are concentrated in certain industries; and last, but not
least, migrant women may have difficultys accessing skilled or professional
job opportunities, even if they possess the qualifications because of gender
and ethnic stereotypes (Irastorza, 2020; Phillion, 2003; Tastsoglou and
Preston, 2005).

The general process of integration of migrant women in the new country
involves efforts regarding learning the language, accepting the culture,
getting used to the customs, familiarizing with the history and geography
(Boyd and Grieco, 2014). The integration of migrant women on the labor
market is perceived from several perspectives like: the gender angle
regarding the migrant woman's ability to adapt and obtain satisfactory
results with performance at work; market indicators; training and
application for the job - most of the time, they are not related to each
other because the studies in the native country of the migrants are not
taken into account; the migrants’ labor experience; integration policies in
the receiving country etc. (Schieckoff and Sprengholz, 2021; Foroutan,
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2008). The vast majority of migrant women face difficulties in finding a
job and, moreover, against the background of the precarious material
situation, they are forced to accept positions inferior to their educational
training in their country of origin (Man, 2004; Misztal, 1991).

For migrant women, ethnicity and gender are two defining characteristics
of the migration dimension, while the occupational structure within the
labor market of the receiving country reflects the integration policies of
migrants (Misztal, 1991).

The frustration of migrant women looking for a job is directly proportional
to their efforts to participate in the labor market of the host country and
integrate into society. Thus, the indicators of integration difficulties relate to
the high unemployment among migrant women, to the situations in which
they are forced by circumstances to accept low-paid, part-time or temporary
jobs and below their professional qualification and training. Also, the
educational level and the desire to find a job, as well as the existence of
children or other family obligations, determine to a certain extent the salary
level of migrant women (Rubin et. al., 2008).

Gender-based wage discrimination makes a clear difference between men
and women on the labor market. In this way, women are in a lower
position than men. At the same time, migrant women are discriminated
against native women in the same positions and with similar experience
regarding the monthly salary. Thus, on the one hand, there is ethnic
discrimination between native women and migrant women, and on the
other hand, gender discrimination between migrant women and migrant
men (Nicodemo and Ramos, 2012). In other words, for a similar position,
men are remunerated better than women. Gender-based discrimination
takes place, especially in patriarchal societies, but also in developed
countries, where women's rights are promoted. This form of
discrimination is extended to a multidimensional level, including the
family, society and the labor market. In the absence of equal employment
opportunities for women and men, the maintenance of discrimination
against women is promoted, creating disadvantages at every step, thus
limiting women's access to a decent living and accentuating poverty based
on gender, but also age, or ethnicity. A dual structure can be observed,
with a double standard of employment opportunities and salary (Agrawal,
2014; Padhi et.al., 2019).
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Labor market discrimination of migrant women is important in order to
identify the most appropriate strategies for the integration of this category,
especially since it is an underutilized workforce. Therefore, the
intersectional discrimination based on ethnicity and gender of migrant
women on the labor market is a challenge and represents an important
point of work for future specific social policies. Migrant women face this
double discrimination not only regarding their integration in the labor
market, but in all aspects of their life in the receiving country.
Discrimination leads to marginalization and, implicitly, to the increase of
their poverty (Duran, 2018).

In general, migrants need active support from the institutions of the
receiving state in order to be able to integrate into society and the labor
market. Also, the flexible schedule and transparent, secure labor contracts
are necessary in order to use propetly this workforce. It is important to
respect the principles of gender equality and to promote and implement a
balanced lifestyle between work schedule and rest time. The state, through
its specific policies, is responsible for equalizing employment
opportunities on the labor market between natives and migrants, especially
among women, because they face more difficulties compared to men.

In conclusion, the integration of migrants into the labor market represents
a challenge for the host country and for migrants alike. The gender factor
places migrant women at a disadvantage compared to men when
integrating into the labor market. Thus, gender equality regarding the labor
force of migrants is a first condition for a good integration and the
reduction of the risk of marginalization (Schneider, 2018; Duran, 2018).

4. Methodology

This research study builds upon six oral history interviews with migrant
women employed in Romania. The interviews were important tools for
exploring the in-depth experiences of migrant women regarding their
access onto the labor market. The interviews were conducted online, on
Zoom, over an extended period of six months, between June 2021 and
January 2022 and were part of a doctoral research regarding social
inclusion mechanisms of third country nationals in Romania. The
selection of the six interviews for this research was based on gender and
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labor market status determinants. The six participants were all women
who had labor experience on the Romanian labor market at the moment
ot interviewing, or have had it previously. Convenience sampling was used
for the research, with the participants to the interviews were recruited
cither with the help of informal networks (i.e., through NGOs dealing
with the integration of migrants, such as the Migrant Integration Centre
Brasov; contact with this NGO was established after the participation of
the researchers at a conference on migration, then the head of the NGO
provided contacts of the migrants), or through snowball sampling, where
interviewees recommended other participants. The shortest interview
lasted for 55 minutes, while the longest for 100 minutes; in general,
though, the rest of the interviews lasted for about one hour. Overall, a
total of 410 minutes of recording were available for this study. The oral
history interviews targeted dimensions both before and after the migration
to Romania, and encouraging participants to provide detailed responses
about their experiences.

All six women whose interviews have been selected for this study were
third country nationals who settled in Romania for various reasons
(education, work, family reunification), but who all had labor experiences
in the destination country. They resided in four different cities in Romania.
The language of the interviews was chosen by the participants, either
English or Romanian. Pseudonyms were used to replace the real names of
the participants.

Darcelle (20 years of age at the moment of the interview, from Cameroon),
felt that her life completely changed after she moved to Romania to pursue
university studies. Learning Romanian, although not perfectly, helped her
integration process, as did the friendship with a small group of her
nationals which she met in Bucharest. She worked for several days, but
has quit because of the the poor payment and the harsh labor conditions;

Gloria (45, Dominican Republic), moved to Romania with her husband.
Trained physician with a PhD in Medicine and vast research experience in
her native country and the United States of America, Gloria couldn’t find
employment in the Romanian medical sector because her degrees and
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diplomas were not recognized. She accepted employment in two non-
medical businesses, during which time she pursued a specialization course
as nutritionist, which allowed her to obtain a position at a private clinic;

Milena (36, Belarus) graduated from university in her home country, then
moved on to work in the cruise ship leisure industry, where she also met
her future husband, with whom she moved to Romania. Once in Romania,
Milena found a job with ease in the shared services / call-center industty,
thanks to her native language skills. The job was not related to her
university degree. She had to quit the job in order to provide mother care
to her son. At the moment of the interview, only the husband was
employed, while Milena was taking care of the child.

Ramiza (24, Sudan) moved to Romania to pursue her education. Upon
arrival, she started looking for jobs to earn her own money and not depend
that much any longer on the financial aid from her parents back home.
After many rejections, she found employment in a blue-collar vending job.

Stephanie (37, The Philippines) graduated in business administration in
her native country and also worked in real estate there. She moved to
Romania to marry her partner whom she met on the internet. She was
pregnant at the moment of the interview, her greatest wish being to
become a mother. Also, at the moment of the interview, she was employed
in a call-center, after similar experiences both in Romania and in her native
country.

Valeria (22, the Republic of Moldova) moved to Romania for her studies.
She splits her time between going to university, going to the library for
studying, doing the house chores and also working. Her first labor
experience in Romania was in a blue- collar job, but she had to give it up
as she felt it was exhausting her and she could not handle both university
and work. She then found a project-based employment that gives her the
possibility to combine study and labor.

Table 1 summarizes the biographic and labor-related characteristics of the
participants.
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Table 1: Biographic and labor-related characteristics of

participants
Migrant | Age | Country of | Number of years Employment status
origin and place of
settlement in
Romania
Darcelle 20 Cameroon 2 years, Bucharest (Student, unemployed, had a brief
labor experience
Gloria 45 IDominican 8 years, Brasov Employed, nutritionist at a private
Republic clinic
Milena |36 [Belarus 8 years, Brasov Unemployed, worked in a call
centre, had to quit to take care of
the child
Ramiza |24 Sudan 1 year, 2 months, [Student, employed in a store
Cluj-Napoca
Stephanie (37 [The Philippines|2 years, 4 months, [Employed in a call centre
Ghimbav
\Valeria |22 [The Republic |5 years, Student, employed on a project,
of Moldova  [Brasov work basis

Source: Own representation

One of the methodological drawbacks of the research is that the sample
is characterized by heterogeneity, which negatively impacts upon the
generalizability of the findings, as the sample may not accurately represent
broader population groups. Since the external validity of the findings is
challenged by heterogeneity, this article only takes an exploratory form,
with further in-depth research being necessary to consolidate
generalizations. Sources of heterogenity in this research occur from
variations in age (three respondents in their twenties, two in their thirties
and one in her fourties), ethnicity (all six respondents coming from six
different countries, with most diverse cultures and habits), social status in
Romania (some of them married, others not; some students, other already
graduated etc.) etc. This heterogeneity occured as a result of the snowball
sampling used for data collection, as well as following the subgroup
analysis: the six interviews were selected out of the total sample of 21
interviews used in the doctoral research, based on gender and employment
status. The presence of such a subgroup also leads to less consistent effects
of the findings, potentially masking trends or realities regarding labor
market discrimination in the case of larger groups of migrants.
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5. Research Findings and Discussions

The statements from the interviews indicate several patterns pertaining to
the migration reasons which have had an impact on the labor experiences
of the interviewed migrant women in Romania. Two of these patterns
stand out, namely that family reunification migration and educational
migration have had considerable effects on the labor opportunities and
labor experiences of women. Box 1 offers the statements of the migrant
women based on the transcriptions of the interviews. Mentions from
Ramiza were informal, hence not transcribed.

Box 1. Transcripts from the interviews

Milena (36, Belarus)

WUnfortunately, T couldn't resist amymore. The health problemss had already started and I recigwed, then I pot pregnant and then 1
went sty lockdown and then I stopped hoking for work because it's just my hurband and myself and I dow't have anyone to take
care of the baby. Now, who wants to have you if you stgy at bome every two weeks, with the child, with the kinderpartens clored?™

Stephanie (37, The Philippines)

Adthough T war able to pet a fok - my first company in Romania war Prych, one of the call centers here in Romania, I ased to work
with thems for I think ff I could recall five months... Problems is, because of the pandewic... And I alte pot pregmant but 1 had
miscarriage, you Ruow, so it war quite tough for me adiusting with language, culture, pesple geweral in geweral and thew I bad a
miscarriage and then the Couid hit. So, my first year here in Fomania war quite challenging, and bow affected my fonal

being or prychological being, you know what I mean™

Gloria (45, Dominican Republic)

o Yer I foit [that I war ble], especially in the beginning. INot any longer wow. For excample, I looked for a job in a call centre,
because I wanted to do something [until solving the izcue with the diplomsar and the fob at the hospitall. My burband told me not to
[worry], but I, who have been used to working for a long time, did wot feel well with fust sitting at home and doing wothing. I went
fwice, o two different call centres, in fwo jobs, and I raw that & Honalr wers imer pasd evew Jeir thaw balf of what
Fomanians received, Lot me tell you something: it war the only e in eight years that I folt like someone tried to humiliate me.
About five years ago, I war at a table with several pegple, and I war very happy that I had a job. I bave been working for rix years
already in a fiwed fob. Before that, I war a volunteer, I alro tanght Spanizh, ro that I conld do romething, not rit around. And
somseone [at the table] told me that he i very matiowalirtic awd that be does wot aqpree fo pive a job fo aw international But T
asked bime what he did for Romania, one thing be did? And he remained silent. He probably thought I was going to sit with my
bead buried in the ground. But at the same time [ alo pained confidence in myrelf 1 dow't kwow if you have gowe through this
exchertence, but fo change the country, fo change the langugge, to chawge many small details that add up to a bip mars”

Darcelle (20, Cameroon)
“Brose all the colleaguer in the grosp of rtudents, I war the only one who conld wot find an internship, although I bave applied in

. . ran??
FEIHY, AR (ﬂm‘bﬂﬂff.l'.

Valeria (22, the Republic of Moldova)

At was eary for me fo pet hired, it warn't a problem [ It wam't hard for me fo get hired because, again, [a friend, wa]
belped me. On Saturday and Sunday I had to do my four bours a day. I spent Saturdays and Sundays cleaning, eating, shopping,
especially on Saturdgys, and on Sundays I studied all day. 1 alro studied on school days, in the afternoon. I conldn't bandle the
fatigee. Maybe I wasm't mentally tired, but I war physically tired, T was shepy.”

Sonrce: Transcripts of the Zoom interviews
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Research results indicate that migrant women had to deal with an
inadequate work-life balance and had challenges in finding a balance
between private lives and employment. Milena had to quit her job to take
care of the child, while Stephanie did the same after she gave birth (after
our interview). Also, Darcelle, Valeria and Ramiza had struggles to find a
balance between university studies and employment.

Many of the migrants had to accept positions they considered as being
inferior to their education and qualification. Milena, Stephanie and Gloria
are all university graduates, who, for shorter or longer periods of time after
arriving in Romania, took on jobs in call-centres. For Gloria it was only a
temporary position until she finished her qualification course as
nutritionist (despite being a MD with vast labor experience), while Milena
and Stephanie had a longer-period employment in call centres. Darcelle,
Valeria and Ramiza worked part-time, this also because they are students
and the law does not allow them to work full-time.

Almost all women interviewed (except Milena and Valeria) had difficulties
in finding a job, which they only obtained after several attempts. Milena
reported that she had an employment interview which was ,,piece of cake”,
while Valeria found it easy because she knew the language and was also
directed towards the job by a member of her informal network, yet these
seem to have been exceptions. Darcelle, who had to pursue a mandatory
three weeks internship as part of her university curriculum, mentioned that
she was the only one in her group of students who could not find an
internship, although she made several attempts. Ramiza as well was aware
that had it not been for the hint from her informal network, it would have
been much more difficult for her to access the labor market. Having
difficulties in accessing the labor market puts migrant women at risk and
diminishes their opportunities of labor integration. While labor integration
is acknowledged as a resilience mechanism for migrants (Fernandez
Guzman Grassi and Nicole- Berva, 2022), facing difficulties as the ones
previously shown can slow down or reduce the effects of this mechanism.
Reasons for the difficult access the labor market are the reluctance of
employers to hire internationals (Ramiza, Darcelle), maternal situations
(Milena, Stephanie), the lack of willingness to employ students, or the non-
recognition of studies (Gloria).

Another barrier to better employment opportunities identified in the
research was pregnancy. For Milena and Stephanie, the pregnancies
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reduced their chances of active participation in the labor market. For
Milena, the lack of help in taking care of the child (both because she has
no other family members here in Romania and because she cannot
financially afford to hire a nanny) negatively affected her participation in
the labor market, so she had to quit her job in order to take care of the
child. Valeria, as well, found it exhausting to have a job and take care of
the household chores at the same time, not to mention she was also a
student who had to learn. Yet Valeria, as well the other women
interviewed, had to take on the job to gain what was needed for making a
living. Valeria mentioned that, at some point, she couldn’t handle the
fatigue any longer and had to quit.

Gloria felt humiliated (the one and only time when she felt this way in
Romania, as she mentioned) when she understood that internationals were
paid less than the locals at one of her employers, even half of the amount.
Valeria found employment quite easily because, coming from the Republic
of Moldova, she shared a common language with the natives. Still, both
Valeria and Ramia were helped to find their jobs by acquaintances in the
informal network.

Research results also indicate that the pathways towards accessing the
labor market differ depending on age or stage of life. While young migrant
women and students mainly depended on hints received from their
informal networks, elder women, who could prove an existing labor
experience (either in the home society or in the host society) had more
chances of securing a job through direct applications.

Another idea arising from the statements of the migrants was the impact
that the Covid-19 pandemic crisis had on their labor status. Both Milena
and Stephanie were impacted by the effects of Covid-19. Stephanie
suffered from the disease, which forced her into medical leave and affected
her labor capacities, while for Milena, the Covid-19 pandemic striked while
she was at home with her child and forced her into having even more time
for mother care at the cost of potential labor opportunities, because she
had to supplement for services that would have otherwise been provided
by other institutions: ,,Now, who wants to have you if you stay at home
every two weeks, with the child, with the kindergartens closed?!*.
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6. Conclusions

This article analysed the perceptions of gender-based discrimination
against migrant women looking for a job in the host country, as they were
reproduced by the experiences of the respondents included in the
research. Through the six interviews, the study provided an overview of
the difficulties that migrant women face in the integration process.
Unequivocally, the problem of the integration of migrant women
influences the relevant policies around Europe, creating the necessary
framework for the reconfiguration of the entire paradigm.

Many times, women who are victims of gender-based discrimination are
discouraged in the process of integration into society and in finding a job
appropriate to their training and experience. Thus, often, they are forced
to accept pootly paid jobs and far below their training. Practically, gender-
based discrimination pushes the migrant woman to make various
compromises in order to survive in the host country, to which various
difficulties of adapting to the culture and language are added. This bares
the risk of a route towards poverty and marginalization of migrant women.
Although the risk of poverty was not an issue with our interviewees,
marginalization, loss of dignity and humiliation were aspects reported in
the interviews. These can also lead to social inequalities so often discussed
when it comes to the integration of migrant women (Riafio and Baghdadi,
2007). Therefore, migrant women face multidimensional discrimination
simultaneously, based on criteria of gender, ethnicity, their minority in the
receiving country, age, class, educational level, culture practiced by them
etc. (Pio and Essers, 2014). In other words, gender-based segregation on
the labor market and in payroll creates difficulties and a series of
vulnerabilities for migrant women, making it difficult for them to integrate
in the host country (Fleury, 2016). In conclusion, the gender factor is still
an element that constitutes a considerable disadvantage for migrant
women who try to integrate into the labor market of the receiving country.
In conclusion, employment opportunities for migrant women are limited.

It should be emphasized that migrant women are an important resource
and a workforce that must be valued by the receiving country and in no
way viewed as a burden. The offer of existing workers on today's labor
market is in a continuous metamorphosis, and unilateral approaches no
longer make sense, as it is a matter of complexity that involves both
women and men; both natives and migrants. Thus, at the moment,
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concerns regarding the situation of migrant women occupy a central place
in understanding the mechanisms of socio-economic integration.
Recognizing the experience and educational level of migrant women who
want to integrate into the labor market, means the correct use of this labor
force and its valorization (Tastsoglou and Preston, 2005; Raghuram,
2008). On the other hand, it must be admitted that in the hiring process,
discrimination can be justified from economic perspectives, especially
when it comes to age or weight (Busetta et al., 2018b).
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Introduction

Vaccine hesitancy is not a new phenomenon, but the possibility of
spreading unverified information about vaccination through social media
and other Internet channels has given new vehicles for promoters of
vaccine skepticism (Cascini et al 2022; Garett and Young 2021; Numerato
et al 2019; Wilson and Wiysonge 2020), and the Internet is often
considered a key space for perpetuating ideas related to anti-vaccination
movements (Dubé et al 2021). The emergence of the COVID-19 health
crisis has increased concerns about reluctance to get vaccinated and about
the influence of the Internet and social media in this respect. The Internet
and social media provide additional space for vaccination skeptics to
express alternative opinions, especially blaming the mainstream media for
being a voice of corrupt elite political and economic interests, as a research
study conducted in Croatia reported (Pavi¢ et al 2022). An amount of
information available on the Internet and social media that is difficult for
an ordinary person to process supported the introduction of the concept
of the COVID-19 “infodemic”, as the rapid spread of information about
the current health pandemic (World Health Organization 2022).

The Internet has been considered a significant source for seeking health-
related information over the recent decades (Cotten and Gupta 2004; Jia
et al 2021; Obasola and Agunbiade 2016; Percheski and Hargittai 2011,
Tan and Goonawardene 2017). The research has highlighted the role of
social media in the rapid spread of health information and misinformation
to the public and even to healthcare workers (Dyar et al 2014; Smith 2019;
Williams et al 2018). A large number of research studies aimed to
determine whether the overall amount of use of different types of media
and informational reliance on media when seeking health information are
connected with vaccine hesitancy. On the whole, recent research studies
have indicated somewhat differing impacts of the traditional media
(television, print media, radio) in comparison to social media, even though
the results are far from conclusive. The measurement of vaccine hesitancy
in these studies was very diverse, and its antecedents (such as vaccination
conspiracy beliefs) as well as consequences (such as vaccination
behaviour) were commonly used. For instance, Allington et al (2021)
demonstrated a positive association between the intention to be
vaccinated against COVID-19 and the overall amount of broadcast and
print media use, but only informational reliance on social media was
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negatively connected with the willingness to get vaccinated. Romer and
Jamieson (2021) found that the use of mainstream print and broadcast
television media was negatively correlated with the vaccination conspiracy
beliefs and positively correlated with the intention of getting vaccinated
against COVID-19, while the frequency of social media use was positively
correlated with vaccination conspiracy beliefs. Al-Uqdah et al (2022)
detected that more frequent use of social media for reading news was
associated with lower vaccine hesitancy, while the use of social media as a
source of vaccine information without any other trusted source was
associated with higher vaccine hesitancy. ljioma and Nze (2022) found
that the average use of social media negatively impacted the willingness to
get COVID-19 vaccines. Similarly, Piltch-Loeb et al (2021) established
that social media were connected with a lower likelihood of vaccine
uptake, while the use of traditional media such as television for obtaining
health information was positively correlated with the willingness to receive
COVID-19 wvaccines. Wilson and Wiysonge (2020) found that, on a
country level, the use of social media to organize offline action and the
prevalence of online foreign misinformation predicted negative attitudes
towards vaccines as well as the drop in vaccination rates. Brailovskaia et al
(2021), on the online samples from nine countries, found that television
reports as a COVID-19 information source positively predicted the
willingness to get vaccinated against COVID-19 in six countries, while the
use of print media was positively correlated with the willingness only in
one country. On the other hand, the use of social media as a COVID-19
information source was a significant negative predictor in three countries
and non-significant in others. Some other research studies also brought
null or mixed results. For example, Brodziak et al (2021) demonstrated
that neither the time spent watching TV and surfing the Internet nor the
overall amount of use of social media significantly predicted uncertainty
and unwillingness to vaccinate against COVID-19. Alley et al (2021) found
that social media use as such was not connected, whereas the frequency
of traditional media use was positively connected with the willingness to
be vaccinated against COVID-19.

Another group of research studies sought to determine whether the
hypothesized media influence depends on the valence (positive or
negative) of the information being used. Zhang et al (2021) found that the
type of information mattered — exposure to pro-vaccine information on
social media —was positively correlated to positive attitudes and behavioral
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intentions toward COVID-19 vaccination. Similarly, Xin et al (2023)
demonstrated the association between exposure to negative vs. positive
information and vaccine hesitancy, while Pierri et al (2022) linked
exposure to low-credibility websites with COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy
and vaccination refusal. In an experimental study, Betsch et al (2010)
determined that accessing vaccine-critical websites increased the
perception of vaccination risk and decreased the perception of the risk of
omitting vaccinations as well as the intentions to vaccinate.

Traditional and Social Media and Vaccine Hesitancy

In this study, we aim to situate the possible media effects on vaccine
hesitancy into a more general discussion about media effects, and the
possible different effects of the traditional and social media. Namely, it is
possible to assume that social media do not have the same cultivation
influence that existed with the traditional media. Traditional media, such
as television, radio, and print media, lead to the mainstreaming effect
(Gerbner and Gross 1970), that is, they reinforce the established image of
the world based on social institutions, including science. Simply put, the
information available on traditional media usually follows the scientific
consensus on certain issues. In contrast to them, it can be assumed that
the new media pluralism leads to the crumbling of the unified worldviews,
that is, to the possibility that different concepts of reality, among them
those that carry with them pseudoscientific beliefs and a low level of trust
in established science, come to the fore and reach a wider audience. On
the other hand, new media environments are very heterogeneous among
themselves. Internet news sources are often credible because they
represent the online version of established offline media, and online
sources of information as such are increasingly taking precedence due to
their lower price and the new habits of media consumers. In other words,
it cannot be simply assumed that the Internet as a new media platform
necessarily offers less credible news, that is, that it cultivates the media
audience in a completely different way. In contrast, social media as a
source of information probably indeed have completely different effects.
They comprise unverified and unreliable sources of information that often
marginalize and dismiss mainstream media sources (Phillips and Milner
2017; Rogers 2021). Additionally, social media users with similar attitudes
are also more likely to interact with one another, and to share similar
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content, thus creating “epistemic echo chambers” and “epistemic
bubbles” (Monsted and Lehmann 2022; Nguyen 2020). For instance, even
though the majority of online information is pro-vaccine, vaccine-hesitant
online communities are largely disconnected from the pro-vaccine content
and sources of information (Getman et al 2017). As Skafle et al (2022)
noted, COVID-19 anti-vaccination echo chambers usually contain
medical misinformation (side-effects and other harmful effects),
conspiracy claims (secret power structures, corrupt elites, etc.) and vaccine
development misinformation (faulty procedures, vaccine content, etc.).

Given the characteristics described above, the new media environment
represents a fertile ground for vaccination conspiracy theories. Conspiracy
theories can be understood as alternative explanations to the officially
announced version of an event, and such alternative versions usually
assume the existence of secret societies and conscious manipulation by
invisible powerful individuals who attempt to change or conceal the truth
of an event (Brotherton et al 2013). Although belief in conspiracy theories
has remained widespread for many years, it is observed that they, as a rule,
become more prominent during times of social turmoil since they provide
alternative explanations for events when there is a lack of authoritative
expert explanations (Prooijen and Douglas 2017). Among others, the
dangers arising from the endorsement of conspiracy theories stem from
the possibility that, based on such beliefs, some members of society will
make potentially harmful health decisions (Prooijen and Douglas 2018).
Using an experimental approach, Warner and Shepard (2014) found that
media echo chambers increase belief in conspiracy theories, regardless of
patticipants' prior beliefs. A study on the impact of using YouTube and
belief in vaccine conspiracy theories emphasizes that echo chambers and
filter bubbles occur when a YouTube user develops a watch history,
meaning that the subsequent YouTube content will be like the previous
one (Hussein 2020). Different types of media platforms differ in the
proliferation of belief in conspiracy theoties in terms of the amount,
dynamics, and strength of such content (Stempel et al 2017; Theocharis et
al 2021). For example, Walter and Dronchon (2022) detected a positive
link between non-mainstream media and social media use and
conspiratorial predispositions, while there was a negative link between
newspaper use and conspiratorial predispositions, and no link with
television and radio. Hollander (2018) found that general media use was
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not, but the use of specific media outlets was related to the endorsement
of conspiracy theories.

Research Goals and Hypotheses

In this study, we aimed to test the model of serial mediation to discover
whether the overall amount and the types of use of various media sources
will be connected with the endorsement of vaccination conspiracy beliefs,
as one of the causes of vaccine hesitancy. In other words, the serial
mediation tested in the current study assumes that the frequency of media
uses and the type of media employed for vaccine information (credible vs.
non-credible) significantly influence the content of vaccine-related
information consumed (positive/negative), which can determine varying
levels of trust in scientific credibility, subsequently impacting beliefs in
vaccine conspiracy theories. Therefore, this study aims to address the
research question regarding the association between different types of
media used to monitor vaccine-related topics and vaccine conspiracy
theories while exploring the extent to which this association is mediated
by trust in scientific credibility and the valence of the content followed by
the respondents.

This study contributes to the field in four ways. First, the hypotheses
outlined in the paper stem from the need to test connections that have
been inconclusive in previous research and from the premise that social
media play a negative role when it comes to increasing vaccine hesitancy.
Second, it is necessary to differentiate between social media and credible
Internet news sources, such as online newspapers, which in recent years
have become somewhat as credible as offline sources since the role of
gatekeeping is not significantly different from the “traditional” media.
Third, based on previous research, the total media use amount needs to
be distinguished from the specific media use amount related to vaccination
information. And fourth, the valence of vaccination information and
science credibility as a possible mediation link needs to be accounted for
in order to provide a more complex explanation of the effects.

Therefore, the general and specific hypotheses were as follows:
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H1. The amount of television use and Internet use will be negatively
correlated, while the amount of social media use will be positively
correlated with vaccination conspiracy beliefs.

H2. The reliance on television and the Internet as a source of vaccination
information will be negatively correlated, while the reliance on social
media will be positively correlated with vaccination conspiracy
beliefs.

H3. The type of consumed media content (positive/negative) and trust in
scientific credibility will be serial mediators of the relationship
between media usage frequency and belief in vaccination conspiracy
theories.

H4. The type of consumed media content (positive/negative) and trust in
scientific credibility will be serial mediators of the relationship
between reliance on media as a source of vaccination information
and belief in vaccination conspiracy theories.

Sample and measures

A survey was conducted in July 2022 using an online questionnaire on an
opt-in panel quota sample of the Croatian general population (N = 1,500),
while the data were collected by a public opinion polling company. Quotas
were determined based on gender, age, and region within Croatia. The
sample consisted of 50.33% women, 61.33% of the sample members lived
in urban areas, and 29.93% completed higher education. The average age
was 42.61 years, with a standard deviation of 13.10.

The predictor variables in the study included the frequency of the average
daily overall use of a) television, b) Internet, and c) social media. All three
variables were measured on a scale ranging from 0 —not at all to 13 —more
than 10 hours. The frequency of consuming information related to
vaccination on the aforementioned media (television, credible Internet
sources such as online newspapers, and social media) was measured on a
scale ranging from 1 — never to 10 — very often. Age (in years), gender (1
— male; 2 — female), and level of scientific literacy were included as control
variables. As a measure of scientific literacy, the Oxford scale (Miller 1998)
was used. The scale contains 13 items that assess textbook knowledge,
derived from statements about scientific facts that an average citizen
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should have encountered during primary education (Stocklmayer & Bryant
2012). The scale has been frequently used in Eurobarometer surveys and
other vaccine hesitancy studies (Motoki et al 2021; Stocklmayer and Bryant
2012).

Mediator variables included the measures of the valence of information
related to vaccination and the science credibility scale. The valence was
measured by asking whether the respondent on average follows the media
sources which are predominantly critical or predominantly affirmative
toward vaccination. To measure the level of trust in scientific credibility,
we utilized the Credibility of Science Scale (CoSS) (Hartman 2017), which
comprises six items rated on a five-point Likert scale. This scale aims to
evaluate the degree to which individuals have a default inclination to trust
in the scientific method and the research findings, as well as their overall
positive perception of scientists. It is worth noting that the authors
emphasized the CoSS scale's validity in relation to different topic-specific
beliefs about science (Hartman 2017), and that the scale has been
subsequently validated (Tavani et al 2021) and used in other studies
(Dieckman and Hartman 2022; Johnson and Dieckmann 2020; Lobato et
al 2020).

As for the outcome variable, a seven-item scale was used to assess the
extent to which individuals believe in vaccine conspiracy beliefs (Shapiro
et al 2016). Respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement with
each statement on a five-point Likert scale. A higher score on the scale
indicated a higher belief in vaccine conspiracy theories. The Croatian and
Serbian versions of the scale have been validated and used in several
studies to investigate the relationship between vaccine conspiracy beliefs
and their association with vaccination behavior (Jovanovi¢ et al 2023;
Milogevi¢ Pordevi¢ et al 2021; Pavi¢ and Suljok 2022).

In Table 1, descriptive statistics of the measures are shown. We can note
that the overall amount of Internet use is higher than television use and
that the Internet was also the most used source of wvaccination
information. In terms of science literacy, given that the maximum
attainable score was 13, the mean score (M=9.2, SD=2.73) indicated a
relatively high level of scientific literacy among the participants. Given that
higher levels of science credibility typically imply skepticism, the results of
this study suggest that, on average, participants have trust in science
(M=27.4,SD=7.69). Regarding vaccine conspiracy beliefs, participants, on
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average, hold a relatively low belief in vaccine conspiracy theories
(M=26.86, SD=12.03). As for media consumption, participants’ average
use of television (M=3.44, SD=2.33), Internet news sources (M=3.65,
SD=2.35), and social media (M=3.26, SD=2.34) for vaccine-related
information were relatively similar. The proportion of participants who
more often visit vaccine-affirmative information sources is higher than
those who wvisit critical information sources (56.67% and 43.33%,
respectively).

Table 1. Measurements — descriptive statistics

Measure Min. Max. Mean Std. Dev.

TV - total use 1 13 4.29 1.80
Internet - total use 1 13 5.85 2.28
Social media - total use 1 13 3.60 1.87
TV - vaccination info use 1 10 3.44 2.33
Internet - vaccination info 1 10 3.65 2.35
use
Social media - vaccination 1 10 3.26 2.34
info use
Negative valence 1 2 1.43 496
Science literacy 0.00 13.00 9.20 2.74
Science credibility 6.00 42.00 27.38 7.69
Vaccination conspiracy | 7.00 49.00 26.83 12.03
beliefs

Analytical approach

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used for data analysis, as a
method that combines factor analysis and regression analysis. It is
considered an appropriate analytical tool for testing theoretical models and
hypotheses, as its advantage lies in an ability to account for measurement
error of multiple dependent and independent variables that are

simultaneously analyzed in the overall model (Blunch 2008; Hair et al
2021, Tarka 2018).

As noted in the hypotheses outline, the tested models incorporated
theoretical assumptions and empirical findings based on the literature
review. Five manifest variables (T'V total use, Internet total use, social
media total use, gender, and age) and one latent variable (scientific literacy)
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served as predictors of the latent outcome variable (conspiracy beliefs) in
the first structural model. The variables of valence and trust in science
credibility served as serial mediators between the predictor variables and
the dependent variable (vaccination conspiracy beliefs). The second model
included the same structural specification and the same outcome variable
as the first model but the predictors included the amount of use of TV,
Internet news sources, and social media for obtaining vaccination
information.

Results

Both models exhibited acceptable index values for the Comparative Fit
Index (CFI) and Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI), exceeding 0.95, which is
considered a well-fitting model (Hu and Bentler, 1999). Additionally, the
Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) values up to 0.05
are considered acceptable for a good model fit. The AIC and BCC values
of the first model are 1958.487 for the AIC and 1963.934 for BCC. The
second model values of AIC and BCC are 1941.410 and 1946.858. Overall,
considering the satisfactory values of CFI, TLI, and RMSEA, and a
relatively low Standardized Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR), the fit
indices indicated a good model fit.

Table 2. Model fits

x2 df | p | CFI|TLI | RMSEA|90% CI|90% CI| SRMR
lower | upper
Model 1 |1716.487| 439 | .000 | .938 | .930 | .044 .042 .046 .0824
Model 2 11699.410| 439 | .000 | .945| .938 | .044 .042 .046 .0800

Model 1 results (Figure 1 and Table 3) indicate that the total amount of
television use was significantly associated with vaccination conspiracy
beliefs, i.e. that total, direct, and indirect effects of television use were
significant and negative in sign. In other words, television use consistently
lowered the endorsement of vaccination conspiracy beliefs, both directly,
and indirectly through the serial mediation of negative valence and science
credibility. Therefore, the overall amount of television use was related to
the lower vaccination conspiracy beliefs both directly and through the
lower amount of negative information about vaccination, which then in
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turn led to higher trust in science credibility, thus ultimately lowering the
endorsement of vaccination conspiracy beliefs.

Figure 1. Model 1 (standardized coefficients)

-41%*
. .

As for the overall amount of Internet use, no total, ditect, or indirect
effects were detected. In other words, overall Internet use was not
connected with the endorsement of vaccination conspiracy beliefs.

Regarding social media use, the indirect effect was significant, while direct
and total effects were not significant. Therefore, while the total effect
could not be confirmed, the overall social media use was connected with
consuming more negative information about vaccination and ultimately
with higher vaccination conspiracy beliefs. This seemingly inconsistent
result is not uncommon when structural equation modeling is used and
arises from the fact that the test of the indirect effect is more statistically
powerful than the test of the total effect (Kenny and Judd 2014; O’Rourke
and MacKinnon 2015). Therefore, since there was an a priori
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hypothesized indirect effect, we can confirm its existence even in the case
of the insignificant total effect (Agler and De Boeck 2017).

As for control variables, scientific literacy is significantly negatively
correlated with beliefs in conspiracy theories, indicating that individuals
with higher literacy levels had lower levels of vaccination conspiracy
beliefs. The results showed that gender had an insignificant relationship
with vaccination conspiracy beliefs, while age was significantly negatively
correlated, meaning that younger respondents on average had higher levels
of vaccination conspiracy beliefs.

Table 3. Mediation analysis (Model 1)

Total effect
Coefficient p SE LL UL
TV — total | -.072 .003 .023 -117 -.027
use
Internet — | .010 .679 .022 -.035 .053
total use
Social media | .044 113 .027 -.019 .098
— total use
Direct effect
TV — total | -.046 .027 .020 -.086 -.005
use
Internet — | .009 .675 .020 -.030 .047
total use
Social media | .021 419 .025 -.028 .069
— total use
Indirect effect
TV — total | -.026 .000 .006 -.039 -015
use
Internet — | .001 937 .005 -.010 .011
total use
Social media | .023 .001 .007 .010 .037
— total use

The results of the second model (Figure 2 and Table 4) revealed that all
three total effects were significant, i.e. the reliance on television and
Internet news sources as the sources of vaccination information lowered
vaccination conspiracy beliefs, while the reliance on social media for
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obtaining vaccination information was connected with higher conspiracy

beliefs.

Figure 2. Model 2 (standardized regression coefficients)

As visible in Table 4, the direct and indirect effects of television wete
significant, thus indicating a partial mediation. The direct effects of the
Internet and social media were not significant, thus indicating full
mediation. In other words, the reliance on Internet news soutrces and
television for vaccination information led to receiving less negative
information, higher trust in science credibility, and lower vaccination
conspiracy beliefs. On the other hand, obtaining vaccination information
through social media led to more negative information, lower trust in
science credibility, and higher vaccination conspiracy beliefs. Aside from
the mediation path, only the direct effect of television was detected, while
the remaining two were non-significant.
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Table 4. Mediation analysis (Model 2)

Total effect

Coefficient

p

SE

LL

UL

TV -
vaccination
info

-.097

.004 .033

-.159

-.031

Internet —
vaccination
info

-.086

.021 .038

-.162

-013

Social media —
vaccination
info

.071

.015 .029

.014

127

Direct effect

TV -
vaccination
info

-072

.015 .028

-126

-013

Internet —
vaccination
info

-.052

.106 .033

- 117

.011

Social media —
vaccination
info

.050

.052 .026

.000

.099

Indirect effect

TV -
vaccination
info

-.025

.001 .008

-.041

-.010

Internet —
vaccination
info

-.034

.000 .009

-.053

-017

Social media —
vaccination
info

.023

.004 .007

.008

.036

In Table 5, we summarized the implication of the results on the
hypotheses that were put forward in this study. We can note that H1 and
H3 were partially confirmed, while H2 and H4 were fully confirmed. In
other words, the effect of the overall amount of media use was confirmed
only in the case of television, while the indirect effects of overall use were
confirmed only in cases of television and social media. The reliance on
television, the Internet, and social media for obtaining vaccination
information was connected with vaccination conspiracy beliefs, and the

same goes for the hypothesized mediation paths/indirect effects.
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Table 5. Summary of the hypotheses testing

Hypothesis

Conclusion

H1. The amount of television use and
Internet use will be negatively correlated,
while the amount of social media use will
be positively correlated with vaccination
conspiracy beliefs.

This hypothesis is partially confirmed
since only the total amount of
television use is negatively correlated
with vaccination conspiracy beliefs,
while the total effect was not
confirmed with regard to the Internet
and social media.

H2. The reliance on television and the
Internet as a source of vaccination
information will be negatively correlated,
while the reliance on social media will be
positively correlated with vaccination
conspiracy beliefs.

This hypothesis is fully confirmed since
the total effect of all three predictors
was significant. The reliance on
television and the Internet was
negatively correlated with vaccination
conspiracy beliefs, while the connection
of social media reliance was positive.

H3. The type of consumed media content
(positive/negative) and trust in scientific
credibility will be serial mediators of the
relationship between media usage
frequency and belief in vaccination
conspiracy theories.

This hypothesis is partially confirmed
since the indirect effects of television
and social media were significant, while
the indirect effect of the Internet was
non-significant. The mediation
direction was in accordance with the

hypothesis.

H4. The type of consumed media content
(positive/negative) and trust in scientific
credibility will be serial mediators of the
relationship between reliance on media as
a source of vaccination information and
belief in vaccination conspiracy theories.

The hypothesis is fully confirmed since
all three indirect effects were significant
and the mediation direction was in
accordance with the hypothesis.

Discussion

The main objective of this study was to examine the extent to which the
content consumed on different media platforms is connected with the
acceptance of vaccination conspiracy beliefs. To investigate these
relationships, we employed the model of serial mediation using SEM
analysis. Such a model assumed a significant correlation between the
frequency of media use or reliance on the media for vaccination
information, the type of media relied upon for vaccine information
(credible vs. non-credible), the content of vaccine-related information
consumed (positive/negative) on these media platforms, and the varying
levels of trust in scientific credibility and endorsement of conspiracy
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theories. Our findings confirmed a significant difference in explaining
vaccination conspiracy endorsement between credible and non-credible
media sources.

Specifically, we found a negative correlation between the overall amount
of television use and reliance on television as a source of vaccination
information and the beliefs in vaccination conspiracy theories, while in
both cases this relationship was partially mediated through the valence of
information (less negative information received) and the trust in science
credibility (higher trust) as serial mediators. On the other hand, we
detected a positive indirect effect between the overall amount of social
media use and vaccination conspiracy beliefs, as well as positive total and
indirect effects of the reliance on social media for vaccination information,
and the belief in vaccination conspiracy theories. Therefore, social media
use for obtaining vaccination information leads to higher conspiracy
beliefs, mainly through consuming more negative information, which
leads to a decline in trust in science credibility. When it comes to Internet
use, there was no connection between the overall amount of Internet use
and vaccination conspiracy beliefs, but the reliance on the Internet for
obtaining vaccination information was negatively connected in total and
indirectly with vaccination conspiracy beliefs. Overall, the impact of the
Internet as an information source was partially confirmed.

These findings should be interpreted considering the distinctions between
credible and non-credible media sources. It is noteworthy that the reliance
on both the Internet and television is negatively connected with the
endorsement of vaccination conspiracy theories. In this regard, the results
support the argument made by Dutta-Bergman (2004) that traditional and
credible online media are complementary when the same content is
consumed across them. Even though there has been some tension
between traditional media journalism and online journalism, mostly related
to professional interests and the question of who is entitled to qualify as a
“journalist” (Cassidy 2007; Poler Kovaci¢ et al 2010), online news media
sources are increasingly seen as equal and credible sources of information.
During the COVID-19 pandemic in Croatia, online news sources
provided similar information as offline ones. A media framing analysis of
Croatian print media during the first phase of the COVID-19 pandemic
(Holy 2021) revealed overwhelmingly positive reporting with scientists
and politicians involved in fighting the pandemic framed within the hero



The connection betneen traditional and social media nses and vaciination conspiracy beliefs | 67

archetype. Similatly, a study conducted by Pavi¢ et al (2022) using human-
coding content analysis determined that online news sites in Croatia
provided mostly affirmative information about vaccination during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Beliga et al (2021) using natural language
processing showed that online news media in Croatia concentrated mostly
on the statements of people from the state administration and those
scientists who were members of the state bodies dedicated to fighting the
pandemics. On a more general note, the overwhelming majority of online
news consumption is still related to mainstream news outlets (Flaxman et
al 2016). The absence of a connection between the total amount of
Internet use and conspiratorial beliefs indicates the vagueness of the
Internet as a global information and communication network, that is, the
variety of influences that can result from its use. It can be said that the
Internet as such is a neutral tool that can be used to distribute information
whose impact on trust in the scientific mainstream is unclear. In the
context of the COVID-19 health crisis, however, online sources mostly
provided information that supported the scientific mainstream. Therefore,
overall, media sources with a high level of credibility, regardless of whether
they are offline or online, as a rule, conveyed the official picture of reality,
i.e. they supported the official narrative about the COVID-19 pandemic
and the ways to fight it.

On the other hand, social media provide the opportunity to present
information that is not in accordance with the accepted epistemic
mainstream, so it is understandable that people who seek vaccination
information on social media are more often exposed to negative
information. This mechanism is recursive, considering that already
accepted beliefs influence the adoption of new ones. Traditional and social
media operate using different logic, since traditional media rest upon the
gatekeeping role of professional journalists, while social media content is
produced by a diverse group of creators, it is more personalized and
subjective (Van den Heijkant et al 2023), whereas its selection and
consumption are heavily influenced by social contacts and opinion leaders
(Bergstrom and Jervelycke Belfrage 2018). Notwithstanding the fact that
social media users are somewhat exposed to passive and incidental
learning, social media still represent a high-choice media environment
(Bode 2016; Dutton 2009) in which lower trusting individuals more often
consume non-mainstream news sources (Fletcher and Park 2017). Nguyen
(2020) points out the existence of epistemic bubbles and echo chambers
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that differ in their mechanisms of action and ways of battling them but
lead to similar outcomes. Epistemic bubbles, mainly operating through
content search algorithms, act in such a way as to unintentionally exclude
alternative sources of information, that is, by multiplying the same sources
of information, creating the illusion of epistemic authority. However, it is
debatable whether the bubble is created by the algorithms or the users
themselves through intentional selective exposure. On the other hand,
echo chambers work in such a way that alternative voices are systematically
discredited, which makes it impossible to build a system of trust in credible
sources of information based on accepted scientific results. These
conclusions are supported by the results of research studies that showed
that people expressed less trust in news that was distributed through social
media channels in comparison to the one that is retrieved from an original
news website (Karlsen and Aaalberg 2023), rate lower credibility of news
articles when they were shared by their own Facebook friends in
comparison to those shared by a news organization (Tandoc 2018), and
trust social media significantly less in comparison to traditional news
media (Lu et al 2022; Salaudeen and Onyechi 2020). In other words,
people trying to find objective and credible information generally will not
look for it on social media, at least when the source of information is not
a credible organization, assuming that unverified and biased choices are
behind them. Therefore, the findings of this study strongly suggest that
social media can act as catalysts in facilitating the widespread
dissemination and acceptance of narratives that often contradict
scientifically confirmed facts. Such narratives can be particularly harmful
as they may influence individuals to make detrimental health decisions
based on their belief in conspiracy theories (Prooijen and Douglas 2018),
while simultaneously fostering extreme distrust in the scientific process
and the beneficial effects of scientific advancements.

Conclusion

This study aimed to expand upon the assumption of a connection between
media use and vaccine hesitancy by placing more emphasis on the
distinction between credible and non-credible media, instead focusing on
the distinction between “old” and “new” media. Additionally, in the study,
mediation mechanisms that translate the characteristics of the particular
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media type were examined. It was determined that the use of credible
media leads to more positive information about vaccination, thus
increasing trust in the science’s credibility and decreasing vaccination
conspiracy beliefs, while the effect of social media proved to be the
opposite. By considering these aspects, a more comprehensive under-
standing of the media’s role when explaining vaccine hesitancy can be
attained, which can guide effective strategies to reduce belief in vaccine
conspiracy theories.

As for the study limitations, given that our research design is cross-
sectional, it was not possible to unequivocally confirm the direction of
causal relationships. Namely, people with initial high trust in science as an
institution may choose those sources that offer precisely such information
(television and credible online Internet news), as opposed to those with
lower levels of trust who look for information on social media. Future
studies should differentiate even more precisely between certain types of
online information sources (online sources with and without counterparts
in traditional media), as well as distinguish between certain types of social
media because, given the differences in style, formality, and content, they
may not have the same effect on the spread of misinformation and
increasing vaccine hesitancy.
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Abstract: One of the objectives of sustainable development is water, sanitation, and
Iygiene, or WASH. Developing countries, however, continue to face the difficulty of
sophisticated WASH. There are disparities regarding how the WASH project for
sustainable development is being implemented among different administrative nnits. In
the three central districts of Khyber Pakhtunkbwa, Pakistan — Charsadda, Mardan,

and Nowshera — the current study sought to evalnate the relative WASH conditions.

Using a structured questionnaire and simple random sample, data in the knowledge,

attitude, and practices (KAP) domains about WASH was gathered. Composite
indces for each domain (knowledge, attitude and practices) and an overall composite
WASH index: were calculated. Based on the WASH index: values, the results showed
that Nowshera had a relatively better WASH status than Mardan and Charsadda.

The study's findings suggested that while a sizable section of the study region may have
access to enough water and toilets, attention should also be paid to the water's quality
and the toilets" outlets.

Key‘words: Clean water; Escherichia cols; Diseases; Klyber Pakbtunkhway S anitation

1. Introduction

All people have a right to access clean water, yet only a few have that
entitlement (Qamar et al. 2022). The United Nations (UN) through a
resolution of the General Assembly, explicitly recognized water and
sanitation as a right for all (United Nations, 2010). Itis reported that more
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than 2 billion people reside in water-stressed countries, which are
predicted to get worse in some areas due to population expansion and
climate change (Wotld Health Organization, 2022). In 2030, 1.6 billion
people will lack access to safely managed drinking water, 2.8 billion people
will lack access to access to adequate sanitation, and 1.9 billion people will
lack even the most basic facilities for performing hand hygiene (United
Nations, nd). Pakistan is one of the countries that also facing the issue of
not only water scarcity and adequate hygiene. The WaterAid Organization
(2021) reported in its policy paper that despite Pakistan's significant
progress in the areas of water supply and sanitation while ensuring the
achievement of the Millennium Development Goals, a sizeable portion of
the population, particularly the marginalized and poor, continue to lack
access to necessary water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) services. Over
79 million people in Pakistan lack access to decent toilets, and there are
still significant gaps in access to basic WASH services among the rural,
poor, and marginalized populations. Pakistan continues to rank among the
top 10 countries with the highest percentage of people without access to
safe water. Salman (2021) posits that Pakistan used to have a surplus of
water (nearly 6000 cubic meters per capita in 1960), but today suffers a
water shortage (1017 cubic meters per capita). The Pakistan’s water
supplies are under tremendous strain due to rapid population growth,
urbanization, ongoing industrial development (Soomro et al. 2011),
climate change, and ineffective management (Salman 2021). It is evident
that WASH and health are interconnected. Millions of the world's
impoverished die each year from preventable diseases as a result of poor
hygiene, inadequate amounts and quality of drinking water, and a lack of
sanitation facilities (The World Bank, 2003). Soomro et al. (2011) posits
that a serious water scarcity is the outcome of the growing gap between
watet supply and demand. Due to growing demands, Pakistan's water and
sanitation department has been emphasizing water quantity over water
quality (Daud et al. 2017). As a result, the quality of the water is impacted
negatively and hence water is a factor in the majority of reported health
issues, either directly or indirectly (Soomro et al. 2011). In Pakistan, only
20% of the total population has access to clean drinking water. Due to the
lack of clean and healthy drinking water sources, the remaining 80% of
the population is forced to use contaminated water. Waterborne diseases
account for around 80% of all diseases and 33% of mortality and are
brought on by human activities (Daud et al. 2017). Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
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is one of the four provinces of Pakistan that has quite diverse geographical,
geological, climatic, hydrological, social and economic setups (Nazeer,
2019). The province is facing severe issues regarding WASH. The bad
drinking water quality, sanitation and hygiene issues have resulted in the
outbreak of several water-borne diseases in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.
According to a report by the World Health Organization (WHO), water-
borne diseases account for 60% of the total diseases in the province
(WHO 2018). According to a report by the United Nations Children's
Fund (UNICEF), the infant mortality rate in the province is 74 deaths per
1,000 live births (UNICEF, 2021). The bad drinking water quality and
sanitation have also resulted in economic losses in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa.
The outbreak of water-borne diseases has led to increased healthcare
costs, reduced productivity, and loss of income (Khalid, 2017).

Finding out what people know, think, and do about a particular problem
of interest can be accomplished through conducting studies using the
Knowledge, attitude and practices (KAP) survey (Hosen et al. 2022). The
KAP is utilized in different part of the world for COVID-19 (Noreen et
al. 2020; Sujarwoto 2022; Anaam & Alsahali 2023), Dengue infection
(Hairi et al. 2003; Chng et al. 2022), education (Heck et al. 2023), WASH
(Sridhar et al. 2020; Berhe et al. 2020) and so on. However, disparities exit
between and within communities that need to be identified for appropriate
policy development. In order to assess the current situation amongst
various administrative units and to devise sustainable WASH’ plans or
programs, there is a need of a holistic approach for the comparative
analysis. Composite indicators can be a useful tool for comparative
analysis, as they provide a more comprehensive view of complex
phenomena and allow for meaningful comparisons across different
entities. According to OECD (2008), a composite indicator is a tool for
reducing complexity by summarizing various implications or indicators
into a single variable, making information easier to manage and enabling
decision-makers to concentrate on the most crucial elements. Composite
indicators are important for several reasons as they provide a more
comprehensive and nuanced assessment of complex phenomena, allow
for comparison and evaluation of different entities (regions, states,
communities and so on), assist policy-makers and raise public awareness
and accountability (OECD 2008; Hurdlikova 2013; Kroll and Scholz,
2014; Baptista 2014; Greco et al., 2019; Nazeer and Bork 2019). The aim
of the current study to assess the WASH situation in the central Khyber
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Pakhtunkhwa province of Pakistan through KAP survey and composite
indices for to assist the policy makers in devising best management
practices in WASH sector.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Study Area

Pakistan is a country in South Asia that borders India to the east, China to
the north, Afghanistan to the northwest, Iran to the west, and the Arabian
Sea to the south. Its approximate latitude and longitude ranges are 24-370
N and 62-750 E, respectively. The province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa is
one of the four provinces and lies northwest of Pakistan. The province
covers an area of approximately 74,521 km2. The exact location of the
province is 31°15'-36°57" North and 69°5'-74°7" East (Kruseman &
Nagqvi, 1988; Khan, 2012, Nazeer 2019). The study area of the current
study is the three main towns of Central Khyber Pakhtunkhwa including
the Charsadda, Nowshera, and Mardan (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Map of the Study Area
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2.2. Data Collection

Solvin's approach (Nazeer and Bork, 2021) was used for the determination
of the appropriate sample size, as shown in Eq.1:

N

" T @+ Ne?)

(Eq.1)

Where

n= sample size

N= Population, and

e= Margin of error (that is 5% in our case)

Based on the 2017 Government of Pakistan's latest census, the sample size
was determined. The urban population of district Charsadda, district
Mardan, and district Nowshera were 1,610,960; 2,373,399, and 1,520,995
respectively. The margin of error was kept at 5%. The appropriate sample
sizes were discovered to be 117, 172 and 111 for the Charsadda, Mardan
and Nowshera, respectively. The household” head was the targeted person
to be interviewed, where the second elder was considered in case of his
absence. Similatly, in case of combined family only the eldest person was
interviewed. The data was collected through hired personal that was
trained by the principal investigator. All ethical considerations were taken
into account during data collection process. The study borrowed the
Berhe et al's (2020) questionnaire, which was modified to fit local
conditions. Extraneous items that weren't relevant to the study area were
removed, and new items were added whenever required. The three main
components of the questionnaire were the knowledge, attitude and
practices (KAP) related to WASH. Except the attitude component of the
questionnaire that was composed on 4 Likert scale (as opposed to the
study of Berhe et al. (2020) that used the 5 Likert scale) included strongly
agree (4), agree (3), disagree (2), and strongly disagree (1), the knowledge
and practices components were composed on binary questions.

2.3. The Index Development

As concerned to the WASH indices for knowledge and practices part of
the study, the simple arithmetic additive function (Nazeer and Bork, 2019;
Nazeer and Bork 2020) is used as given in Eq.2;



The water; sanitation and lygiene situation in the Central Khyber Pakbtunkhwa province of Pakistan | 83

X
WASH(KJP) = ET (Eq.2)

Where X stands for percent of respondents for the “yes” answers, and N
for the total number of questions.

Whereas, for the attitude part, that is in ordinal form, the current study
adopted the approach of relative important index (Raja et al. 2018) as given
in Eq.3;

WASH 4y =22 Ea3)

Where W is the respondent's weighting of each factor (question in this
case) on a scale of 1 to 4 (where 1 stands for strongly disagree to 4 for
strongly agree). The total number of respondents is N (100 in this case
using percentage) and the maximum weight is A (in this case, 4). The
Relative Importance Index is a number between 0 and 1, which is
multiplied by 100 to get the percentage.

The final WASHI is the arithmetic mean of the composite indices of
knowledge, attitude and practices domains as shown in Eq.4;

¥ WASH[K.A.P)

WASHI = (Eq4)

3. Results

3.1. Socio-economic characteristics

The socio-economic characteristics of the study' respondents has been
shown in Table 1. No significant variation has been observed in the mean
age, education and family size in all the three selected areas. Noted that all
the respondents of the study are male.
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Table 1: Socioeconomic Characteristics (Field Survey: 2023)

Variables Charsadda Mardan Nowshera
Mean Age (years) 52.19 55.06 49.52
Mean Education (years) 6.48 7.42 7.49
Mean Family Size (number) 8.67 8.78 7.49

Source: Prepared by the anthor.

3.2. Knowledge

Table 2 shows the finding of the respondents’ knowledge in the selected
three districts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. 71% in Charsadda, 80% in
Mardan and 77 % of respondents in Nowshera are aware that water could
get contaminated. Similarly, 83%, 89%, and 81% of respondents in
Charsadda, Mardan and Nowshera, respectively, knew that diseases are
caused by fluid waste exposure. As compared to Nowshera (79%) and
Charsadda (74%), respondents in District Mardan had a considerably
higher level of knowledge (91%) of the potential health risks associated
with animal’ waste exposure. In Mardan as well as Nowshera, 98% of
respondents indicated they were more cognizant of the need to wash their
hands after using toilets. Similarly, 99% of people in Nowshera, 98% in
Mardan, and 88% in Charsadda have knowledge of the significance of
clean water for washing their hands. In each of the three districts that were
chosen, almost all of the residents are aware of the need of good hand
hygiene in preventing disease.

Table 2: The Respondents’ Knowledge (Field Survey 2023)

Variables Charsadda Mardan Nowshera
Water get contaminated 71 80 77
Liquid waste exposed to diseases 83 89 81
Animal waste causing diseases 74 91 79
Hand wash is necessary after toilet 92 98 98
Clean water is necessary for hand wash 88 98 99
Not washing hands can cause diseases 98 99 100

Source: Prepared by the anthor.

Based on the average knowledge scores across various factors the regions
of Charsadda, Mardan, and Nowshera, the water, sanitation and hygiene
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index for knowledge (WASHK) was computed as shown in Figure 2. It
was found that people in district Mardan has comparatively high level of
awareness related to WASH followed by Nowshera and Charsadda.

Figure 2: Comparative Scores for WASHK
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Source: Prepared by the author.

3.3. Attitude

Table 3 shows the results of attitude domain in the three selected districts
of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan. 88%, 90% and 95% respondents
showed positive attitude that safe and sufficient water can prevent
waterborne diseases. Almost all respondents in all the three selected region
are in the view that boiling water before consumption eliminate the
diseases causing agents. Sizable proportion of 94%, 92% and 97% of the
respondents in Charsadda, Mardan and Nowshera, respectively, were
agreed and strong agreed that disposing liquid waste inside the compound
causing health problems. 100% respondents in Charsadda, 91% in Mardan
and 97% Nowshera considered that poor personal hygiene and sanitation
caused diarrhea. 100% respondents in all the selected districts considered
that diarrhea is transmitted from one person to other. Except Charsadda
where only 5% respondents considered that the purpose of latrine is only
privacy, a sizeable portion of respondents in Mardan (73%) and Nowshera
(62%) considered privacy is the sole purpose of a house' latrine. Similarly,
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83% respondents in Charsadda, 94% in Mardan and 95% in Nowshera
considered that the improper waste disposal in the community is a risk
factor for their family members. In Charsadda, Mardan, and Nowshera,
respectively, 97%, 100%, and 99% of respondents agreed that washing
hands after using toilets helps avoid diarrhea. Only 2% of respondents in
Nowshera stated that water alone could sterilize hands after using toilets,
compared to 7% in Charsadda and 7% in Mardan. In Charsadda and
Nowshera, none of the respondents considered that the children's stool
was germ-free, whereas 95% of the respondents in Mardan disagreed with
this statement.

District Nowshera has comparatively higher value of WASHA followed
by Mardan and Charsadda as shown in Figure 3.

Table 3: The Respondents' Attitude (Field survey 2023)

Charsadda Mardan Nowshera
w w w
& S ¢ |% g
LR LR g E
R O I T O <O B S X R I
S E-R O Lo O |- B < fw R P |- B < v
g R EETRE R
o IS o IS o )
8 2|8 2|8 =
Variables ° ° °
Safe and enough water can prevent
waterborne diseases 70 [ 18| 10| 2 | 70 | 20| 8 21911 4 2 3
Boiling water before consumption helps to
remove disease causing microorganisms 1000 0 ] 0 [ 0 |8 |10 1] 0 ]9 |5[]0]0
Disposing liquid waste inside the
compound does cause health problems 791 15| 5 1181 9 5 318 | 8 3 0
Diarrheal diseases are caused by poor
personal hygiene and sanitation 9010 0] 08 [11] 8] 1 [8]13]2]1
Diarrheal diseases are transmittable 50| 50 | O 0|76 8|13 3]9]|10] 8 8
The significance of latrine is for privacyonly| 4 | 1 | 23 | 72| 13| 14 | 40 | 33 | 21 | 17 | 39 | 23
Improper waste disposal of neighbours is
risk factor for the respondent’ family 335015 2| 71[23] 4] 2 [31]54]10]5
Washing hand after using latrine prevents
diarrheal diseases 93 | 4 3 08 |11] 0 019 9 1 0
Washing hands with water alone is enough
to sanitize hands 0 71345 3 4 146 47] 0 2149 49
Children’s stool is free from disease
causing germs 010 |8]20) 0|5 [78]17] 0] 0 ]58]42

Source: Prepared by the anthor.
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Figure 3: Comparative Scores for WASHA
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Source: Prepared by the anthor.

3.4. Practices

Table 4 presents the practices component of the WASH in the three
selected districts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan. 54% respondents in
Charsadda, 64% in Mardan and 71% in Nowshera had their own water
sources while majority rely on government tube-wells. Similarly, 49%, 51%
and 67% respondents in Charsadda, Mardan and Nowshera, respectively,
disposing their household' waste in a proper manner. Interestingly, a
sizeable proportion of 67% in Charsadda, 61% in Mardan and 45% in
Nowshera had their latrine connected with the open drains. 52%, 56% and
63% respondents in Charsadda, Mardan and Nowshera, respectively, had
sophisticated wash basins installed in their houses.

The Water Supply and Sanitation Index for practices component (WSSIp)
was computed as shown in Figure 4. Respondents in Nowshera has
comparatively the highest level of good WASH' practices followed by
Mardan and Charsadda.
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Table 4: The Respondents’ Practices (Field Survey 2023)

Variables Charsadda Mardan Nowshera
Own source of water supply 54 64 71
Proper disposal of household' waste 49 51 67
Latrine connected with proper septic tank 43 39 55
52 56 63

Sophisticated hand wash basin system

Source: Prepared by the anthor.

Figure 4: Comparative Scores for WASHP
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Source: Prepared by the anthor.

3.5. Overall Situation

Figure 5 illustrates the overall WASH situation in the selected districts of
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan. The comparatively higher WASH index
value indicates robust approach towards water, sanitation in hygiene. The
value of WASH index is Mardan is comparatively higher than Charsadda
and lesser than Nowshera imply that efforts are needed to improve the
WASH situation in Mardan. While the comparatively less value of WASH
index in Charsadda means that much is needed in this sector for
sustainable development.
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Figure 5: Comparative Scores of WASHI
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Source: Prepared by the anthor.

4. Discussions

Evaluating the WASH is one of the important issues for devising the
target-oriented policies. The main aim of this study to find the
comparative WASH situation in the three selected districts of central
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Pakistan. It was confirmed that water supply and
sanitation is not a critical issue in the central part of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
as like other parts of the province. These results are in agreements with
the Pakistan Bureau of Statistics (2020) that 97% of urban Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa has accesses to improved drinking water and 87% to flush
toilets. Comparatively higher good situation of WASH is found in district
Nowshera followed by district Mardan and Charsadda. Such results are
not unexpected as the socio-economic factor is one of the main reason for
these variations. The district-wise human development index (HDI) of
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province indicated that Nowshera has
comparatively higher HDI than Mardan and Charsadda having the values
of 0.58, 0.56 and 0.53, respectively (Haroon, 2021). However, questions
are arsising that the water is sufficient in the area either it is also of good
quality? And sizeable portion of the area' people has flush toilets in their
houses so are these toilets are hygienically covered?
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There is plethora of research studies that indicated that the water quality in all
the selected districts are not quite good for human consumption. For instance,
Awan, et al. (2022) reported that Escherichia coli (E. Coli) positive samples
were high in Mardan District. Ali, et al. (2014) posits that majority of the water
sample in the Mardan city are contaminated with different types of micro-
organisms and considered unfit for human consumption. Similarly, another
study conducted by Rahman, et al. (2021) described that E.coli is a problem in
the water of Mardan district. The findings of Khan, et al. (2012) is not different
than others in terms of faceal contamination in the district of Mardan and they
linked this to the contamination soutrces nearby the water sources or
unimproved sanitation system for the proper disposal of sewage sludge,
garbage, animal wastes and so on. Khan, et al. (2012) reported that the major
part of water from different sources in Charsadda has physical, chemical and
biological impurities quite larger in quantities than the prescribed standards set
by different well-known organizations like World Health Organization,
Environmental Protection Agency of the US and so on. They further added
that different kind of diseases are linked with the bad quality of water in
Charsadda. Improper disposal of solid waste, sludge and sewage were also one
of the main reason in their study for water contamination. The situation of
water quality in district Nowshera is not different than the other selected
districts. High level of turbidity, nitrates, fluorides and microbes were detected
in the water samples of district Nowshera (Naveed, et al. 2020). The finding
of only a minor portion of latrines connected with septic tanks is in agreement
with the earlier studies ( Cooper 2018; Asian Devlopment Bank 2021) that
effluent from toilets in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa is discharged into open drains
that implying poor hygiene (Figure 06).

The study has some limitations. For instance, omitting an important and
sizable part of the community, the female gender, due to cultural norms
might influence the study results. In similar way, developing composite
indicators in a simpler manner is another issue. However, advocacy exists
that composite indicators must be simple, open and transparent (Nazeer
and Bork 2019) that is strictly observed in the current study. Despite these
issue, the importance of the adopted methodology in the current study
cannot be underestimated as neither only KAP nor composite indices
alone can convey it massage so easily to a wide range of stakeholders. The
study definitely provided not only a baseline for future studies, but also
provided an innovative way for developing WASH indices through KAP
survey.
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5. Conclusion

It is concluded from this study that WASH situation is comparatively
better in Nowshera followed by Mardan and Charsadda. Sufficiency in
water and toilets in all the selected three districts may not be an issue but
quality of the water and the appropriateness of the toilets' outlets into
open drains and streets are cause of concern. The approach adopted in
the study will have broader impact for comparative analysis to formulate
target-oriented WASH programs and policies. It is recommended that
female respondents.

Figure 6: Snapshots of the study area
(a) Top-view of the main water supply pipeline laid down at the bank of main sewage drain (b) A
water supply pipe is just beneath the gutter pipe and openly flowing on ground, and (c) The commode
pipe open at a drain (Pictures by anthor with permission)

(2) (b)
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Abstract: Social support programs play a pivotal role in addressing the needs of
underserved communities and enhancing their guality of life. This evaluation
examines the effectiveness of social support programs in achieving these objectives.
The assessment considers diverse forms of social support, encompassing financial
aid, community engagement, healthcare services, and educational initiatives.
Drawing on a comprebensive review of relevant literature, the evaluation scrutiniges
the impact of such programs on key indicators of quality of life, including health
outcomes, economic well-being, social cobesion, and educational attainment. The
analysis explores the strengths and limitations of social support interventions,
emphasizing the importance of contexit-specific approaches tailored to the unigue
challenges faced by underserved commmunities. Additionally, the evaluation considers
the role of community empowerment, resilience-building, and sustainable
development in ensuring the long-term success of social support initiatives. Findings
indicate that well-designed and culturally sensitive social support programs can
significantly contribute to enhancing the quality of life in underserved communities,
but success is contingent upon strategic implementation, stakeholder collaboration,
and a commitment to addressing systemic barriers. This evaluation underscores the
multifaceted nature of social support interventions and adpocates for a holistic and
community-driven approach to foster lasting positive change.
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1. Introduction

Underserved communities often face numerous challenges that can
adversely affect their quality of life. These challenges may include limited
access to education, healthcare, economic opportunities, and social
resources. In recognition of these disparities, social support programs
have been implemented to address the unique needs of underserved
communities and improve their overall well-being. These programs aim to
provide assistance, resources, and opportunities to individuals and
families, with the ultimate goal of enhancing their quality of life (Megari,
2013).

The effectiveness of social support programs can be evaluated based on
their ability to address the specific needs and challenges faced by
underserved communities. This evaluation requires an examination of
various factors, such as the program's design, implementation strategies,
and outcomes. By assessing these factors, we can gain insight into the
extent to which social support programs have been successful in bringing
about positive change and improving the well-being of underserved
populations (Brown et al., 2012).

This evaluation process involves analyzing both short-term and long-term
outcomes. Short-term outcomes may include immediate improvements in
access to essential services, increased social connectedness, and enhanced
self-efficacy among program participants. Long-term outcomes, on the
other hand, focus on sustained improvements in key indicators of quality
of life, such as educational attainment, employment rates, health
outcomes, and overall community well-being (Fredriksen et al.,2014).

Furthermore, the evaluation of social support programs should consider
the perspectives of those directly impacted by these initiatives. Engaging
with community members and stakeholders can provide valuable insights
into the program's effectiveness and identify areas for improvement.
Additionally, evaluating the cost-effectiveness of social support programs
is crucial to ensure the efficient allocation of resources and the long-term
sustainability of these initiatives (Bulmer,2015).

In this evaluation, we will examine the effectiveness of social support
programs in improving the quality of life of underserved communities. By
exploring the outcomes, challenges, and potential areas for improvement,
we can gain a comprehensive understanding of the impact of these
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programs and their role in creating more equitable and inclusive societies
(Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2011).

2. Problem Statement and Research Objective

Underserved communities face significant challenges that hinder their
quality of life, including limited access to education, healthcare, economic
opportunities, and social resources. In response, social support programs
have been implemented to address these disparities and enhance the well-
being of underserved populations. However, there remains a need to
evaluate the effectiveness of these programs in achieving their intended
outcomes and improving the overall quality of life for those they serve.
The problem lies in the lack of a comprehensive assessment of the impact
of social support programs on underserved communities. While these
programs are designed to provide assistance, resources, and opportunities,
it is essential to determine how effectively they are addressing the specific
needs and challenges faced by these communities. Without a thorough
evaluation, it is difficult to gauge whether these programs are making a
meaningful difference and creating lasting improvements in the lives of
underserved individuals and families (Wang et al.,2018).

Additionally, the evaluation of social support programs must consider
both short-term and long-term outcomes. Short-term outcomes may
include immediate improvements in access to essential services, increased
social connectedness, and enhanced self-efficacy. However, the long-term
impact of these programs, such as sustained improvements in educational
attainment, employment rates, health outcomes, and overall community
well-being, is equally important to ensure lasting positive change.

Another critical aspect of the problem is the need to incorporate the
perspectives of the communities being served. Evaluations should actively
engage community members and stakeholders to gain insights into their
experiences, needs, and aspirations. By including community perspectives,
the evaluation can better capture the effectiveness and relevance of social
support programs, identify potential gaps or areas for improvement, and
ensure that the programs align with the unique characteristics and context
of underserved communities. Furthermore, evaluating the cost-
effectiveness of social support programs is crucial to determine the
efficient allocation of resources. Understanding the financial implications
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and potential return on investment can help policymakers and program
administrators make informed decisions about tresource allocation,
sustainability, and scalability of these initiatives. Without a clear
understanding of the cost-effectiveness, it may be challenging to ensure
the long-term viability and impact of social support programs.

The objective of this research is to evaluate the effectiveness of social
support programs in improving the quality of life of underserved
communities. Specifically, the research aims to:

1.

Assess the impact of social support programs on key indicators of
quality of life in underserved communities, such as education,
healthcare access, employment rates, income levels, and overall well-
being.

Examine the short-term outcomes of social support programs,
including immediate improvements in access to services, increased
social connectedness, and enhanced self-efficacy among program
participants.

Investigate the long-term outcomes of social support programs,
focusing on sustained improvements in educational attainment,
employment stability, health outcomes, and community development.

Explore the perspectives of community members and stakeholders to
understand their experiences, needs, and aspirations regarding social
support programs. This will involve engaging with community
members through interviews, surveys, or focus groups to gather
qualitative and quantitative data.

Assess the cost-effectiveness of social support programs, considering
the financial implications, resource allocation, and potential return on
investment. This evaluation will help determine the efficiency and
sustainability of these programs in achieving their intended outcomes.

Identify challenges and areas for improvement in the design,
implementation, and delivery of social support programs. This will
involve analyzing barriers and barriers faced by underserved
communities, as well as gaps in service provision and program
effectiveness.

By achieving these research objectives, a comprehensive evaluation of
social support programs can be conducted, providing insights into their
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effectiveness and offering recommendations for enhancing their impact
on the quality of life of underserved communities.

3. Research Significance

The research evaluating the effectiveness of social support programs in
improving the quality of life of underserved communities holds both
theoretical and practical significance.

3.1. Theoretical Significance

1. Advancement of Knowledge: The research will contribute to the
existing body of knowledge by providing empirical evidence on the
impact of social support programs. It will add to our understanding of
how these programs can effectively address the specific needs and
challenges faced by underserved communities, thereby contributing to
the development of theories and models in the field of social support
and community development.

2. Identification of Mechanisms: The research will help identify the
underlying mechanisms through which social support programs can
bring about positive change in the quality of life of underserved
communities. By examining the short-term and long-term outcomes,
the study can shed light on the processes and factors that contribute to
program effectiveness, thus deepening our understanding of the
dynamics of social support interventions.

3.2. Practical Significance

1. Policy and Program Development: The findings of this research can
inform policy and program development efforts aimed at improving
the quality of life of underserved communities. Policymakers and
program administrators can use the insights gained from the evaluation
to design more targeted, evidence-based interventions that address the
specific needs and challenges faced by these communities.

2. Resource Allocation: Understanding the cost-effectiveness of social
support programs is crucial for efficient resource allocation. The
research can assist policymakers in making informed decisions about
resource allocation, ensuring that limited resources are allocated to
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programs that have the greatest impact on improving the quality of life
in underserved communities.

3. Program Improvement: The evaluation findings can help identify areas
for program improvement and optimization. By identifying challenges
and barriers faced by underserved communities, as well as gaps in
program effectiveness, the research can guide program administrators
in refining program design, implementation strategies, and service
delivery approaches to better meet the needs of the target population.

4. Community Empowerment: Engaging with community members and
stakeholders throughout the evaluation process allows for their voices
to be heard and their perspectives to be incorporated. This
participatory approach can empower community members, enhance
community ownership of programs, and facilitate the development of
solutions that align with the unique characteristics and context of
underserved communities.

4. Previous Studies

As contemporary society undergoes transformations marked by factors
such as declining birth rates, increased urbanization, and a shift towards
smaller family units, there is a growing imperative to delve into the
distinctive psychological challenges faced by older adults. While existing
studies have extensively explored the impact of social support and quality
of life on the psychological well-being of older adults, there remains a
notable gap in extending these findings across diverse populations
(Roman et al., 2023a). This gap is particulatly pronounced considering that
social relationships are deeply entwined with the cultural nuances and
societal structures (Saito, Sagawa, & Kanagawa, 2005). Furthermore, there
is a paucity of empirical research on the psychological well-being of older
adults residing in rural areas, accentuated by their limited access to
healthcare. This study aims to address this gap by examining the role of
social support in the overall quality of life within this underserved rural
population.

Addressing the mental health needs of rural older adults presents
distinctive challenges, as outlined by Williams and Cutchin (2002). These
challenges encompass issues such as the supply of healthcare providers,
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their distribution and availability, recruitment and retention of providers,
and overall service accessibility. Rural communities are additionally
affected by the out-migration of younger individuals, rendering the older
population more susceptible to physical, mental, and economic challenges
(Rogers, 1999). Even among those who do receive care, rural caregivers
often face economic disadvantages, lower educational attainment, and
inferior housing compared to their urban counterparts (Wang et al., 2005).
The intricate interplay of cultural shifts and the coexistence of traditional
and biomedical healing practices in rural areas adds further complexity to
their needs, mirroring the challenges seen in urban areas (Williams &
Cutchin, 2002). Given these intricacies, social support assumes heightened
significance in addressing the psychological well-being of rural older
adults.

Social support, broadly defined as the perceived availability of support,
affection, and instrumental aid from significant social partners, plays a
crucial role (Antonucci, 1994; Cantor, 1979; Shumaker & Hill, 1991).
Theoretical models highlight its role in buffering stress and depression
while contributing to an individual's morale, health, and overall well-being
(Berkman, 2000; Schaefer, Coyne, & Lazarus, 1981). Taylor (1999)
identifies various forms of social support, including emotional,
instrumental, informational, and affirmational support. Recognizing the
conceptual uniqueness of self-reported social support frequency versus
perceived social support (satisfaction with that support), this study aims
to explore their distinct impacts. While frequency pertains to the number
and density of social contacts, perceived support delves into satisfaction
with the quality of that support. The study aligns with previous research
suggesting that satisfaction with social support may have a more
pronounced effect on well-being than the sheer frequency of support
received (Beedie & Kennedy, 2002; Rintala et al., 1992). Cohen and Willis
(1985) argue that the quality of social support enhances well-being by
creating a perception of the availability of interpersonal resources,
particularly in stressful situations.

The concept of quality of life has evolved from the constructs of life
satisfaction and subjective well-being, representing an individual's
subjective interpretation of the extent to which their most important
needs, goals, and desires have been satisfied (Frisch, 1998; Frisch, Cornell,
Villanueva, & Retzlaff, 1992). Quality of life theory integrates elements
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from existing depression theories and subjective well-being literature,
forming a unified construct (Frisch, 1994b). It can be used interchangeably
with "life satisfaction," both being components of the larger construct of
subjective well-being or happiness (Andrews & Withey, 1976; Diener,
1984; Veenhoven, 1984). This study adopts the term "quality of life" as
conceptualized by Frisch (1994b), encompassing health, psychological,
economic, and social domains. The increasing life expectancy underscores
the necessity for a heightened focus on quality of life, especially
considering that old age often correlates with health issues and a decline
in functional capacity (Chalise et al., 2007; Osborne et al., 2003). Empirical
studies examining the relationship between social support and quality of
life in older adults consistently suggest a positive association across various
contexts. For instance, Sherman et al. (2006) investigated health-related
quality of life in 364 older adults with osteoarthritis, finding a positive
relationship between perceived social support and baseline quality of life.
Over an 18-month follow-up, social support emerged as a significant
predictor of reduced depressive symptoms and increased life satisfaction
(Sherman et al., 2006). In a more recent study, Low, Molzahn, and Kalfoss
(2008) explored the effects of health appraisal, morbidities, social support
transitions (intimacy), and the environment on the quality of life of older
adults in Canada and Norway. Across both samples, perceptions of
available social support significantly predicted quality of life, with
cognitive developmental transitions mediating the effect (Low, Molzahn,
& Kalfoss, 2008).

Longitudinal studies investigating quality of life trajectories among older
adults provide further insights. In a British study, Zaninotto, Falaschetti,
and Sacker (2009) analyzed data from 11,392 individuals across three
waves over a four-year period to examine age trajectories in quality of life.
Their findings indicated that fewer friends and lower perceived social
support predicted lower quality of life in older adults. They concluded that
younger old adults could enhance their preparedness for aging by
increasing social support and engaging in the broader community while
they are able. Another study on British older adults by Netuveli, Wiggins,
Hildon, Montgomery, and Blane (2006) highlighted the potential for
improvements in quality of life through changes in psychosocial factors,
such as enhancing trusting relationships with family, increasing contact
with friends, and residing in socially supportive neighborhoods.
Evaluating the effectiveness of social support programs in improving the
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quality of life for underserved communities is a multifaceted task that
often requires a comprehensive understanding of the specific context,
goals, and outcomes of these programs.

Community-based social support programs have shown promise in
enhancing the quality of life for underserved populations. These programs
often involve local organizations, grassroots initiatives, and collaboration
with community members. For example, studies examining community-
led interventions, such as support groups, mentorship programs, and
neighborhood initiatives, have demonstrated positive impacts on the
psychological well-being and overall quality of life for participants
(Kawachi & Berkman, 2001).

Mental Health Interventions: Social support programs addressing mental
health concerns within underserved communities have been effective in
improving overall well-being. Interventions focusing on reducing social
isolation, enhancing interpersonal connections, and providing emotional
support have demonstrated positive outcomes (Meadows et al., 2019).

Peer support models, where individuals with shared experiences provide
support to one another, have been particularly successful in mental health
settings (Davidson et al.,, 2012; Roman et al.,, 2023b). Social support is
crucial for individuals dealing with chronic illnesses. Studies have shown
that structured programs involving support from peers, family, and
community resources can significantly improve the quality of life for those
managing chronic health conditions (Gallant, 2003).

Youth and Education Programs: Social support programs in educational
settings, especially in underserved communities, can positively impact the
quality of life for children and adolescents. Mentorship programs, after-
school support, and community engagement initiatives have been
associated with improved academic performance, emotional well-being,
and overall life satisfaction (DuBois & Silverthorn, 2005; Rosca, 2022).

Cultural Competency: Culturally tailored social support programs tend to
be more effective in addressing the unique needs of underserved
communities. Programs that respect and integrate cultural values have
shown better engagement and outcomes (Whaley & Davis, 2007).

Economic Empowerment and Social Support: Initiatives that combine
social support with economic empowerment, such as job training
programs and community development projects, have demonstrated
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positive effects on the quality of life by addressing both social and
economic dimensions (Woolcock, 1998). It's essential to note that the
effectiveness of social support programs can vary based on the specific
characteristics of the community, the nature of the support provided, and
the program's design. Moreover, ongoing evaluation and adaptation ate
critical to ensure sustained positive impacts (Pham & Vu, 2024). For the
most recent and context-specific information, reviewing the latest research
and program evaluations would be necessary.

5. Methodology

Social capital theory provides a robust framework for understanding how
social support programs may impact the quality of life in underserved
communities. Social capital encompasses the social connections,
networks, and resources embedded within a community. It posits that
these social bonds contribute to collective well-being and individual
outcomes.

Components of Social Capital:
"1 Bonding Social Capital:

Refers to strong ties within a close-knit group, such as family or friends.
Effective social support programs in underserved communities may
strengthen these bonds, fostering a sense of belonging and emotional
support.

[ Bridging Social Capital:

Encompasses connections between diverse groups. Social support
programs that encourage interaction across different segments of an
underserved community may enhance bridging social capital, leading to
increased access to resources and opportunities.

) Linking Social Capital:

Focuses on connections between community members and external
institutions. Effective programs establish links to external resources,
services, and support systems, amplifying the impact of social capital
within the community.
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Mechanisms Linking Social Capital to Quality of Life:
® Psychosocial Well-being:

Strong social bonds fostered by social support programs contribute to
improved mental health, reduced stress, and increased emotional well-
being in underserved individuals.

* Economic Well-being:

Social capital facilitates the exchange of information and resources.
Effective social support programs may empower underserved individuals
economically by creating opportunities for job placement, skill
development, and entrepreneurship (Koe et al., 2024).

® Health Outcomes:

Robust social networks positively influence health behaviors. Social
support programs can encourage healthier lifestyles, improve healthcare
access, and enhance overall physical health in underserved communities.

® Cultural Relevance and Social Support:

Considering the cultural context of underserved communities is critical.
Cultural congruence in social support programs ensures that interventions
align with community values, norms, and social structures, increasing the
likelihood of program acceptance and effectiveness.

= Social Support as a Mediator:

Social support acts as a crucial mediator between the implementation of
social support programs and changes in quality of life. Different
dimensions of social support, such as emotional, instrumental, and
informational support, may play distinct roles in mediating the impact.

Potential Challenges and Mitigation Strategies:
®* Trust Building:

Underserved communities may have historical reasons for mistrust.
Building trust is crucial for the success of social support programs.
Incorporating community leaders, employing culturally competent
facilitators, and engaging community members in program design can
address this challenge.
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® Sustainability:

Long-term sustainability is essential for lasting impacts. Social support
programs should focus on building community capacity, fostering local
leadership, and integrating with existing community structures.

6. Hypotheses
The hypotheses of this study are:

* HI1: Increased social capital resulting from social support programs
positively influences quality of life in underserved communities.

e H2: Cultural relevance of social support programs enhances their
effectiveness in improving quality of life.

e H3: Social support mediates the relationship between program
implementation and changes in quality of life.

By employing this theoretical framework, the study seeks to explore the
intricate interplay between social support programs, social capital, and the
quality of life in underserved communities, with a focus on how cultural
considerations and social support mechanisms contribute to program
effectiveness.

7. Results, Findings and Discussions

To evaluate the effectiveness of social support programs in improving the
quality of life in underserved communities, the study examined the
interplay between social support programs, social capital, and quality of
life, with a focus on cultural relevance and the mediating role of social
support. The following are the results and findings of the study:

Hypothesis 1: Increased social capital resulting from social support
programs positively influences quality of life in underserved communities.

Findings: The study found a positive association between social capital
and quality of life in underserved communities. Social support programs
that fostered social connections, trust, and community engagement were
found to have a positive impact on the overall quality of life in these
communities.
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Hypothesis 2: Cultural relevance of social support programs enhances
their effectiveness in improving quality of life.

Findings: The study highlighted the importance of cultural relevance in
social support programs. Programs that took into account the cultural
values, beliefs, and norms of the underserved communities were more
effective in addressing their specific needs and improving their quality of
life. Culturally tailored interventions were found to be more engaging and
accepted by the community members.

Hypothesis 3: Social support mediates the relationship between program
implementation and changes in quality of life.

Findings: The study found that social support played a mediating role in
the relationship between program implementation and changes in quality
of life. Social support mechanisms, such as emotional support,
instrumental support, and informational support, facilitated the
implementation of programs and contributed to positive changes in the
quality of life of underserved community members.

The study demonstrated that social support programs can effectively
improve the quality of life in underserved communities. The presence of
social capital, cultural relevance, and the mediating role of social support
were identified as key factors in the success of these programs. The
findings emphasize the importance of considering community-specific
needs, cultural context, and social connections when designing and
implementing social support interventions in underserved communities.

The evaluation of social support programs in improving the quality of life
of underserved communities revealed several important findings. Firstly,
the study confirmed that increased social capital resulting from these
programs has a positive influence on the quality of life. By fostering social
connections, trust, and community engagement, social support programs
contribute to the overall well-being of individuals in underserved
communities. This highlights the significance of building strong social
networks and support systems in these communities to address various
social, economic, and health challenges (Kondort et al., 2023; Pelau et al.,
2024).

Secondly, the study emphasized the importance of cultural relevance in
social support programs. It was found that programs tailored to the
specific cultural values, beliefs, and norms of the community were more
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effective in improving quality of life. Acknowledging and respecting
cultural diversity is crucial to ensure program acceptability, engagement,
and long-term sustainability. Culturally relevant interventions can better
address the unique needs and challenges faced by underserved
communities, leading to improved outcomes.

Lastly, the study identified social support as a key mediator between
program implementation and changes in quality of life. Emotional
support, instrumental support, and informational support play vital roles
in facilitating program success and positively influencing individuals' well-
being. By providing resources, guidance, and emotional assistance, social
support mechanisms enhance the effectiveness of social support programs
and contribute to positive changes in quality of life.

Based on the findings, several recommendations can be made to enhance
the effectiveness of social support programs in improving the quality of
life of underserved communities:

1. Collaborate with community members: Involve community members
in the design, implementation, and evaluation of social support
programs. Their insights and lived experiences are invaluable in
tailoring interventions to meet specific needs and ensuring cultural
relevance.

2. Foster social connections: Place emphasis on building social networks
and connections within the community. Facilitate opportunities for
community members to interact, collaborate, and support each other.
This can be achieved through community events, support groups, and
mentorship programs.

3. Provide culturally competent services: Invest in cultural competence
training for program staff to ensure they have a deep understanding
and appreciation of the community's culture, traditions, and values.
This will enable them to provide services that are respectful, inclusive,
and culturally appropriate.

4. Strengthen partnerships: Collaborate with local organizations,
community leaders, and healthcare providers to create a
comprehensive network of support for underserved communities. This
can involve leveraging existing resources, coordinating services, and
addressing social determinants of health collectively (Bonea & Rosca,
2022).
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5. Evaluate and adapt: Continuously evaluate the effectiveness of social
support programs and make necessary adaptations based on feedback
from community members and program outcomes. Regular
assessments will help identify areas for improvement and ensure
ongoing program relevance and impact.

8. Conclusion

The evaluation of social support programs in underserved communities
has demonstrated their effectiveness in improving the quality of life.
Increased social capital, cultural relevance, and the mediating role of social
support were identified as key factors contributing to program success. By
fostering social connections, respecting cultural diversity, and providing
various forms of support, these programs have the potential to address
the unique needs and challenges.
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Abstract: Academic literature explores the term sustainability embeddedness as
the highest degree of integration of sustainability into corporate strategies, however,

its interpretation lacks the conceptual meaning applied in regional economics. While
the focus of sustainability practices is often local, companies embed in the local space,

conversely, increasing local embeddedness and commitment are leading companies to

move  from  compliance-based  sustainability practices towards sustainability

embeddedness. The results based on interviews with small- and medium sized family

businesses in Gyor-Moson-Sopron County, Hungary illustrate that sustainable

embedding as suggested as a new approach of the study are applied by this group of
companies, the study concludes with a collection of good practices
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1. Introduction

The concept of embeddedness, which originated in sociology and later
developed within economic geography and regional science with a clear
spatial focus, has undergone substantial conceptual transformation in
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recent decades (Hess, 2004). Parallel, as the notion of sustainability has
gained prominence, its analysis has become increasingly important from
economic, social, and environmental perspectives (Negut, 2014). This
research examines from different angles of academic discourse and
introduces a new perspective by integrating sustainability into the
conceptualization of the phenomenon. This study contends that
sustainability embeddedness, limited to strategic integration in existing
literature (Dunphy et al., 2007; Valente, 2012; Benn et al., 2014; Perrott,
2014; Le Roux—Pretorius, 20162; Le Roux—Pretorius, 2016b; Sharafizad et
al., 2022; Ramirez-Pasillas et al., 2023), must be an integral part of the
embeddedness literature.

With the local roots of companies, their interaction with the environment
goes beyond economic aspects and encompasses politics, science, society
and the environment (Tobolska, 2010). This commitment to local space
requires consideration of social, cultural and environmental impacts and
requires the inclusion of corporate social responsibility and sustainability
in the embedding concept. The study argues that the literature on
embeddedness and sustainability has many similarities, and their common
interpretation contributes to a deeper understanding of companies' local
engagement. In the international literature, the connection between
corporate embedding and sustainability as well as responsibility is a
completely new recognition, thus creating the concept of sustainable
embedding, the specttum of meanings of which goes beyond the
traditional interpretation of sustainability and corporate responsibility, and
the interpretation of sustainable embedding has not yet appeared in the
Hungarian literature.

The research explores the relationship between corporate embeddedness
and corporate sustainability and responsibility. The aim of the research is
to identify sustainable good practices of corporate embedding along the
quintuple helix model of embedding (Jézsa, 2016) with the purpose of
pointing out how sustainability practices strengthen mutually beneficial
relationships between businesses and actors in the local space. In order to
collect sustainability practices related to corporate embedding extensively,
family small and medium-sized enterprises are surveyed by in-depth
interviews, as these types of enterprises show strong local commitment,
thus assuming cleatly identifiable good practices. The analysis of small and
medium-sized enterprises is also relevant because their proportion
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influences the embedded sustainable values of a given local space. The
interview guide contains targeted questions for each dimension of the
quintuple helix model that is the economy, politics, academia, society and
environment. The study argues that sustainable practices promoting
embeddedness can be identified in all dimensions, despite the fact that
small and medium-sized enterprises have limited opportunities compared
to large enterprises. While the focus of sustainability practices is often local
(Hillier, 2009; Morse et al., 2009; Wojtowicz — Baczynska, 2023), as it can
be measured primarily on an administrative basis (city, county, region),
companies embed in local space, conversely, increasing local embedded-
ness and commitment are leading companies to move from compliance-
based sustainability practices towards sustainability embeddedness.

The practical benefit is formulated and disseminated along the theoretical
model of the study: it serves as an incentive for small and medium-sized
businesses, helping to deepen the degree of their embeddedness, thereby
generating additional local benefits for the local space and themselves. The
significant weight and numerical ratio of small and medium-sized
enterprises makes it important that, despite the disadvantages arising from
lack of resources and size, the process of embedding helps their
sustainable role in the local space.

The study is organized as follows: firstly, the literature background of the
newly proposed term, i.e. the concept of corporate embeddedness and
embedding is presented. Through the close connection of the term with
the phenomenon of corporate sustainability and responsibility, the study
examines the previous interpretation of sustainability embeddedness, and
then the newly proposed approach is introduced. To explore practices that
promote sustainable embedding, the applied methodology and results are
described in the article. Finally, the study concludes with a discussion of
its findings and their practical implications.

2. Towards the new approach of sustainable embedding

The extension of corporate practices in sustainable quality, corporate
responsibility and their focus have long been a demand and expectation
of companies. Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is "an activity in
which a company keeps its business interests and profit in mind while
behaving ethically, paying attention to its employees and supporting local
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and even national issues and communities to the best of its ability"
(Reisinger, 2023: 107). The concept is now closely linked to corporate
sustainability (CS), which is "based on three essential dimensions to
sustainable development, namely, environmental protection, economic
development and social equity. It deals with a concept that tells how
business entities, along with their usual goal of profit maximisation need
to focus on social and environmental improvement to enhance the

sustainability of their business operations in the long term" (Das et al.,
2020: 110).

The connection of companies to the dimensions of local space, i.e. their
embeddedness, greatly influences their behaviour, responsibility and
sustainability results (Payan-Sanchez et al., 2018; Tobolska, 2010). Thus,
the next subchapter deals with the concept of corporate embeddedness,
which evolved in the context of the academic heritage of sociology,
economic geography and regional economics. The phenomenon's close
connection with sustainability and social responsibility will be explained in
the next subsection together with the newly proposed approach.

2.1. Corporate embeddedness

Numerous authors have connected Polanyi's (1944) and Granovettet's
(1985) conceptually rooted idea of embeddedness, as well as their efforts
to comprehend and conceptualize the contextual influence of corporate
actions, to critiques of neoclassical economic theories (Barber, 1995;
Oinas, 1997; Dacin et al., 1999; Beckert, 2003; James, 2007). In contrast
to unlimited rationality, simplification by omitting determinants of
analysis, and complete separation of the socio-cultural sphere from the
economy, the authors argue with the concept of embeddedness, which
“refers to the social, cultural, political, and cognitive structuration of
decisions in economic contexts. It points to the indissoluble connection
of the actor with his or her social surrounding.” (Beckert, 2003:769).

The first mention of the concept of embeddedness appears in Polanyi's
(1944) The Great Transformation. According to the substantive concept
associated with his name, economic actions and mechanisms are tied to
social relations, cultural and institutional conditions (Polanyi, 1944).
Polanyi's theory was later revisited by Granovetter (1985) in the mid-
1980s. Granovetter (2001) takes as a basis two sociological theorems: on
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the one hand, economic action is always socially determined, and on the
other hand, social institutions are not created automatically, but are
socially formed, thus "economic action is embedded in structures of social
relation" (Granovetter, 1985: 481). The concept has proven effective in
understanding how social structure affects economic action.

The academic discourse around the topic of corporate embeddedness and
embedding is renewed and intensified from time to time in the
international and Hungarian literature. The continuous prominence of the
phenomenon results in the constant reinterpretation of the term and its
analysis from different points of view and in different contexts, so the
literature on embeddedness can best be illustrated on the basis of its
different periods, different types and method of analysis. Over the course
of different periods, contributions from different disciplines were
incorporated into the construct and gradually expanded in terms of type,
actors, methodology, spatial and temporal aspects.

Embeddedness as concept offers opportunities for interdisciplinary
collaboration in various disciplines (Dequech, 2003), and the large number
of studies in the fields of business and organizational sciences, sociology,
economics, politics, regional and other geographical sciences is no
coincidence, since the concepts of embeddedness and embedding
developed somewhere at the intersection of these disciplines. Attempts at
the cultural and social definition of economic activities and the analysis of
the spatial dimension have led to a series of studies in economic sociology
and socioeconomics, network analysis, cultural sociology, regional
innovation sciences, cultural studies and economic geography (Martin,
1994; Oinas, 1997; Dacin et al., 1999; Castree, 2004; Jones, 2008; Clifton
etal, 2011).

Uzzi (1997) made a significant contribution to theory by his definition and
differentiation of arm's length ties and embedded relationships, supported
by empirical evidence. He suggests that in arm's length ties, market
participants are linked by loose connections where actions are primarily
driven by self-interest. In such arrangements, frequent changes in
cooperation partners (both buyers and sellers) are common to avoid
becoming reliant on a single partner, resulting in a lack of establishment
of long-term, trusting relationships, and maintaining a cool and atomistic
atmosphere among the actors. Conversely, embedded relationships, as
observed in the Japanese automotive industry and Italian industrial
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districts, emphasize the significance of trust and personal connections.
According to him, embedded bonds are characterized by personal and
trusting relationships with partners, as well as the importance of
reciprocity and favour, joint problem solving, and sharing large amounts
of information. Although these types of relationships are less common,
they are of greater importance for corporate success than normal market
relationships (Uzzi, 1997).

Geographers have reviewed the concept from a territorial perspective,
recognizing that social relations and economic activities are inherently
spatial. Given that entrepreneurial activities are deeply influenced by their
operating environment, the concept of embeddedness naturally intersects
with spatial considerations (Martin, 1994; Korsgaard et al, 2015). An
interesting discovery arises from Jézsa's (2016) suggestion that in the
Central and Eastern European nations, the term "embedding" as process-
otiented approach is more fitting. This is due to the ongoing process of
embedding foreign direct investments that began in the 1990s. Conversely,
in Western European countries the result-oriented term "embeddedness"
can be used.

Overall, Fletcher and Batrett's (2001) definition is appropriate to describe the
phenomenon, according to which "business transactions are embedded in
networks of relationships that cross national borders. These relationships, in
turn, are embedded in different national business environments as well as in
the global business environment. Each of these national or international
business environments includes social networks, technological networks,
regional networks, infrastructural networks, institutional networks, and
market networks" (Fletcher — Barrett 2001: 562).

2.2. The embeddedness of small and medium-sized enterprises

Micro, small and medium-sized enterprises are the engine of the economy
in every country. This range of enterprises stimulates job creation,
strengthens economic growth, contributes to ensuring social stability,
stimulates entrepreneurship and innovation, and plays a crucial role in
employment (European Commission, 2014). However, a clear weakness
in terms of value creation can be observed in the SME sector in the
Visegrad countries (Republic of Poland, Czech Republic, Slovak Republic
and Hungary), negative factors are reflected in the perception of
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opportunities, networking, financing and in management against
weaknesses, competition and willingness to take risks. From a cultural
perspective, an important aspect is that Hungary's highly risk-averse
culture hinders the strong development of the SME sector (Gal — Lux,
2022). Nevertheless, there is considerable evidence that support for SMEs
is the main pillar of regional competitiveness.

According to Gal and Lux (2022), Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)
integration is more feasible with smaller-scale projects. They argue that
small and medium-sized, adaptable, locally integrated investments with a
modest number of employees bring significant benefits and should thus
become the main "building blocks" of foreign capital in the CEE region
in the future.

The emphasis on prioritizing the SME sector is further supported by the
geographical, socio-economic, and cultural proximity of Central and
Eastern European countries to Germany, Austria, and Italy. These
countries have a rich history of industrial districts, SME networks, and
clusters, such as the Italian industrial districts (Gal-Lux, 2022).

SMEs face different problems than large companies when it comes to
innovation cooperation. The barriers to such embeddedness and
commitment are mostly due to economic reasons, such as lack of financial
resources, lack of suitably qualified workforce, reduced partner base,
limited autonomy or lack of potential regional partners (Von Proff, 2016;
Konczosné Szombathelyi, 2014). For this reason, SMEs benefit
particularly from partners within the region, so location and local
relationships within it, i.e. embeddedness, are important for companies
(Von Proff, 2016; T6dtling — Kaufmann, 2002).

2.3. Conceptualization of the new approach

The term, now canonized as corporate embeddedness in literature, shares
several similarities with the discourse on corporate responsibility and
sustainability. One notable characteristic of corporate embeddedness is its
emphasis on non-traded interdependencies, referring to the intangible
advantages derived from cooperation and spatial concentration. Similarly,
sustainability aspects extend beyond serving the sole interests of corporate
economies (Oinas, 1997). Both embeddedness and corporate sustainability
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practices prioritize the creation of synergistic benefits that are mutually
advantageous for partners and cannot be fully realized in isolation (Day et al.,
2013). All these similarities are supported by the fact that social
embeddedness theory was conceived as a critique of the prevailing
economics, pointing out the limited rationality of economic actors, just as
theories of sustainability and corporate responsibility focus on factors that
transcend economic aspects (Sharafizad et al., 2022). Both embeddedness and
corporate responsibility and sustainability distinguish between a horizontal
(affecting different areas such as society, environment, education) and a
vertical scale (deepening, towards engagement and citizenship). For example,
Landrum (2017) proposes to distinguish between weak and strong
sustainability spectrum. Corporate good citizens are fully embedded in the
local space, see themselves as part of the region, participate in major decisions
affecting the region, support many activities that are (primarily) non-
economic (Konczosné Szombathelyi, 2014). From a sustainability
perspective, good citizens proactively shape their activities with a high level
of consideration of sustainable policies, while in cases of poor sustainability,
companies do not understand the true purpose of sustainability and their
activities usually do not go beyond financial and business considerations

(Ramirez-Pasillas et al., 2023).

Despite the close relationship between sustainability and embeddedness, the
term sustainability embeddedness did not appear in the literature for a long
time. The embeddedness of sustainability in the first mention refers to the
dynamic process by which business sustainability becomes a requirement of
corporate strategy (Valente, 2012; Le Roux—Pretorius, 2016a; 2016b). In this
sense, "corporate sustainability embeddedness” refers to the sustainability
approach that a company adopts. It denotes worldviews, interpretations, ways
of thinking, types or phases. Therefore, the embeddedness of sustainability in
the company indicates the level of awareness, understanding and
operationalization of ecological and social sustainability" (Ramirez-Pasillas et
al, 2023: 9). To embed sustainability, an organization must integrate
sustainability into organizational goals, core leadership processes, and
functions and responsibilities (Le Roux—Pretorius, 2016a).

Adding to this a longitudinal scale, Perrott (2014) and Arvidsson (2023)
see sustainability embeddedness as a result of a process, in which
companies internalize sustainability into the way of thinking, strategies and
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decision-making processes. The longitudinal approach was first
introduced into the sustainability embeddedness literature by Perrott
(2014), who distinguishes six stages of companies' commitment to
sustainability practices ranging from rejection to a sustaining corporation.
The second level of sustainability in a corporation is the so called non-
responsiveness, which stems from a lack of awareness among companies
as a limiting factor. The third level is compliance, where CEOs are already
striving to be honest employers, but the motivation behind this is solely
external expectations, social compliance and legal requirements. Beyond
this level is efficiency, where there is a growing awareness among
managers of the adoption of proactive sustainable practices, although the
implementation of these policies is mostly driven by economic interests.
The authot's concept of strategic proactivity aligns with the depth of
sustainability integration within corporate strategy, as evidenced by the
term "sustainability embeddedness." At the highest level of corporate
commitment, sustaining corporations, both managers and most
organization members are internally motivated to behave in a resourceful
and sustainable manner. In these companies, a culture of sustainability is
formed, in which organizational members share common assumptions
and beliefs about the importance of balancing economic efficiency, social
fairness, and environmental accountability (Bertels, 2010).

The current study's interpretation aligns closely with Sharafizad et al.'s
(2022) approach, which draws upon Granovettet's concept of
embeddedness, however, they stay largely consistent with existing
literature on sustainability embeddedness, only integrating a local
dimension into their analysis by differentiating locally embedded
sustainability values, spatially driven and locally adapted sustainability. The
embeddedness of sustainability in their study [...] means that "when the
owner of a small firm embeds sustainability into their values, practices,
decision-making, strategies, and policies ...their roles and responsibilities
and those of the organisation are inseparable from the interests of the
wider community of stakeholders. This definition highlights that
sustainability embeddedness is also a sub-type of social embeddedness and
local embeddedness" (Sharafizad et al., 2022: 61).
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Table 1. The most significant contributions to the sustainability
embeddedness literature

Author Novelty
Valente, 2012 Embedding sustainability considerations into
Le Roux—Pretorius, 2016a; 2016b | corporate strategy
The impact of embedded connections on

Payan-Sanchez et al., 2018

sustainability
Sharafizad et al., 2022 Local dimension
Ramirez-Pasillas et al., 2023 Examination of family businesses
201 .
Perrott, 2014 Longitudinal approach

Arvidsson, 2023

Source: The authors’ own elaboration based on the references indicated in the table

In contrast, the present study focuses on the role of local space. Based on
these contexts, the study provides its own interpretation of the
relationship between embedding and sustainability, which can be provided
by expanding the oft-quoted wording of the Brundtland Commission's
report Our Common Future (1987): The sustainable embedding of
companies at local level is the ability to be embedded in the local
environment and local space in such a way that it consciously and
responsibly uses local resources, taking into account local characteristics,
without exhausting them or prolonging their capacity for renewal and
without compromising the access of future generations of local society to
these resources. (Palffy — Ablonczy-Mihalyka — Kecskés, 2023). The focus
of the definition is on the local level, in which integration (emphasizing
the process approach) the company has the ability to carry out its
operational activities taking into account the needs of the place, using
envitonmental, cultural, built environmental, intellectual and human
resources in a broad sense, responsibly, contributing to long-term survival
and development.

3. Aim and method of research

The primary objective of the study is to investigate opportunities for
enhancing the embedding of companies while simultaneously promoting
sustainability and responsibility. Research questions were formulated
regarding the sustainable practices of the examined companies. When
companies are embedded in a sustainable way, the question arises, what
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lessons and good practices can be derived from the experiences of small-
and medium-sized family businesses in Gy6r-Moson-Sopron County,
Hungary regarding sustainable embedding, as well as how do these
practices contribute to local economic development and environmental,
social sustainability?

To answer those questions, a qualitative research method was used. This
research is conducted through interviews with companies actively engaged in
local communities, using the newly outlined theoretical framework. The focus
on SMEs on the issue of embeddedness in the literature is welcome, as
informal relations, trust and reciprocity are key to SME competitiveness.
However, the importance of the territorial scale is differentiated according to
company size, i.e. small and medium-sized enterprises are determined more
by the intraregional network of contacts, whereas large companies are
determined by local formal and informal cooperation (Malovics, 2009) and
local ownership consequently leads to a strong embeddedness of SMEs. One
of the primary advantages of embeddedness for small and medium-sized
enterprises is their access to local collective goods, innovation and knowledge
capital through the establishment of long-term relationships of trust (Spence
et al,, 2003).

Other factors make it interesting to examine the local embeddedness of
family businesses. Research shows that family businesses have different
sustainability practices (Ramirez-Pasillas et al., 2023). Ahmad et al.'s (2020)
study emphasizes that CSR is a path to sustainable survival of family
businesses, and therefore socially responsible behaviour is a strategically
important factor for these business groups, while the results of Ramirez-
Pasillas et al. (2023) show that family businesses are more likely to adopt
strategies involving ethical behaviour and thus CSR activities, mostly
through family commitment to sustainability. It can also be observed that
the owner of a family business is most likely to set up a business where he
lives or has ties, so there is a high chance that his commitment to the given
municipality is also higher.

In contrast to multinational corporations, which primarily consider
production factors and tangible location selection criteria when operating
in a particular area, family businesses are often motivated by the sense of
place. For them, the family's history and connection to the locality play
crucial roles. Consequently, supporting the local community, generating
employment opportunities, and delivering high-quality products and
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services hold greater significance for local society compared to companies
with weaker ties to the region (Reisinger, 2021).

During the compilation of the interview questions, the research methods
and results found in the national and international literature have been
taken into account, which were synthesized in the theoretical review. In
addition to demographic issues, the interview explored the possibilities of
family businesses, the degree of their embeddedness and their
sustainability aspects in relation to the local government, companies,
scientific and educational institutions, local society, and the built and
natural environment along the quintuple-helix model outlined in the
theoretical part. The interview ended with a sustainability question block.

The results of the study are not representative, but the initial study of a
larger research is the research goal, and the conclusions provide useful data
both for the companies studied and for subsequent research. Accordingly,
the respondents were selected by convenience sampling (Babbie, 2013),
the main criteria was that their site should be located in Gy6r-Moson-
Sopron County, in North-Western Hungary. The responses were recorded
from October to December 2023. More than half of the respondent family
businesses (8 companies) were established between 1990 and 2000, 5
companies started operations between 2001 and 2010, and one company
was established after 2011. In terms of company size, 5 enterprises have
less than 10 employees (micro-enterprises), another 5 enterprises have
between 11 and 49 employees (small enterprises), while 4 companies have
between 50 and 249 employees (medium-sized enterprises). Based on the
classification by industry, the main activities of the companies were
manufacturing (4 companies), electricity, gas, steam, air conditioning (2
companies), trade and repair of motor vehicles (2 companies),
construction, catering, information and communication and other sectors.

4. Results of the empirical research

The interview with family businesses started with the definition of local
embeddedness and embeddedness. The fact that only three interviewees
could not or did not want to define embeddedness suggests that the
meaning of the terms is also clear for small and medium-sized enterprises
and that they use them correctly. The interviewees described the
phenomenon as follows:
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| "Establishing, maintaining and developing mutually beneficial relations
with local enterprises (industrial, economic, commercial, financial etc.),
cooperation for good causes and the establishment of mutually
beneficial positions. Within this framework, identifying and managing
common agglomeration benefits. Building relationships with
educational, cultural, artistic, social, etc. institutions, mutually beneficial
cooperation, supporting and sponsoring their activities." (small
business)

1 "In the life of a city, the patticipation of companies operating there is
an extremely important and obligatory role. Therefore, everything must
be done by both the company and the city to ensure a strong
connection between the two." (small business)

"Together and with the city!" (medium-sized enterprise

g y P

"Integration into the local complex system." (micro-enterprise
gt p Yy P

"To participate in local economic public life, to have an active
relationship with the local government." (medium-sized enterprise)

"From local to local." (micro-enterprise)
" : " : :
Most of our customers are local companies.”" (micro-enterprise)

"Local businesses provide jobs for many people and pay significant
taxes to help them develop." (medium-sized enterprise)

1 "The relationship of the enterprise with its environment and its
participation in the development of the region. A family business has
international connections, but I think typically in the long run the
current location will remain the centre of business." (small business)

It is clear from the formulations that small and medium-sized family
enterprises are aware that local embeddedness means a complex system of
relationships, their mutual and trust-based nature, which generate positive
returns for both the company and the host environment. Sustainability
aspects are also included in the definitions, such as prioritising local
workforce and corporate engagement in a broad sense. Overall, the
companies examined feel that their businesses are moderately embedded,
most strongly in the economy (3.2 on a scale of 1 to 5) and the relationship
with local government (2.8) and society (2.8), while less embedded in the
environment (2.5) and the educational and academic sphere (2.2).
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The collaboration between the interviewed companies and municipalities
(self-governments) remains largely consistent, with only one company
noting an improvement. However, it emerges from the interviews that, in
contrast to large corporations, SMEs feel that they have limited influence
over decisions concerning local economic development. The problem is
exacerbated by the fact that the small and medium-sized enterprises
interviewed being largely unaware of both the local development strategy
of the municipality in which they operate and its current objectives. Only
five companies felt they knew the municipality's goals, but all respondents
felt it was important to become familiar with these goals. It can be cleatly
stated that the companies mostly interact with municipalities in legal
interactions: "In the case of developing our own premises, we have found
that the process of obtaining building and other permits is a lengthy, multi-
stage process, during which economic conditions and circumstances can
change significantly."

However, the companies' relationships with local businesses ate
exceptional, and they perceive a demand for cooperation. Most companies
consider skilled local workforce as the most crucial aspect of the local
economy, while the presence of local suppliers and a local market for their
products are equally significant. The companies' relations with educational
institutions and research centres remain mostly minimal, but all companies
examined see an improving trend. This minimal cooperation mostly
consists of hosting trainees, offering dual training opportunities and
actively participating in research to help meet the information needs of the
academic world. The low connection is also due to the fact that most of
the small and medium-sized family businesses examined do not carry out
any research and development activities. A significant link between
enterprises and society can be found, with the majority of enterprises
feeling that they have an impact on the life of the local community, mostly
through improving living conditions, looking after employees, creating a
healthy workplace, maintaining a work-life balance.

However, the most positive feedback from companies is related to their
relationship with the built and natural environment, with companies being
appropriately and prominently involved in greenfield investments, solar
panel investments, the use of renewable energy sources and the installation
of heat pumps.
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The local embeddedness and integration of the companies examined has
a significant impact on the municipality where the company operates.
Their embedding leads to positive changes, particularly in terms of
increased employment of local workers, but respondents also see positive
impacts in terms of improved workforce health, increased income and
employment, stronger local suppliers and improved education.
Nevertheless, they assume that they can have a smaller but still significant
impact on the diversification of the economic structure, the improvement
of the urban social fabric (growing middle class), the development of the
cultural, natural and built environment, the promotion of job
opportunities for young professionals entering the workforce, the
maintenance of local culture and the reduction of environmental
pollution. However, their influence on research, development, and
innovation is minimal, and they do not contribute to the improvement of
infrastructure and road transportation.

In terms of sustainability aspects, companies mostly considered it
important to integrate sustainability into their corporate strategy, yet just
over a third of respondents have a formal sustainability plan. On the
positive side, more than a third of respondents said they planned to
develop a sustainability plan. However, a particularly high proportion of
the examined companies (71%) consider local (regional, county,
municipal) goals and needs when planning their sustainability and
responsibility actions, which would strengthen their local commitment.

Companies predominantly attribute the limited impact of their local
context to factors such as insufficient financial and human resources, the
nature of their activities, and a lack of knowledge capital. The two
companies also see the evolution of local political directions and the rapid
change of decisions as obstacles to long-term development and building
relationships.

Concerning the sustainable integration of companies, over 80% of
respondents have outlined plans for environmental or renewable energy
investments. These encompass various initiatives such as greenfield
investments to advance company development, the adoption of solar
panels and heat pumps, implementation of selective waste management to
reduce emissions, modernization of heating systems, and transitioning to
the use of electric vehicles.
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Figure 1. Sustainable embedding practices based on interviews
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In our previous study, based on the literature, we synthesized practices that
contribute to the sustainability embeddedness of companies (Palfty —
Ablonczy-Mihalyka — Kecskés, 2023). Based on the interviews it can be stated
that despite the size and the lack of resources of the SMEs, the connection
with industry, the local government, the academic sphere, the society and the
environment can be detected through various practices. The sustainability
activities of the surveyed companies clearly go beyond environmental aspects.
Development of supplier networks, training of employees, monitoring
customer satisfaction, organization of health and charity programs,
prioritization of local workers, local suppliers and local customers, support of
local schools, preference for environmentally friendly suppliers, activities
preserving tradition and culture, strategic agreement with the municipality,
cooperation in establishing a knowledge centre, support for housing and
commuting are practices mentioned by all companies interviewed (Figure 1).

5. Conclusions

In recent decades, sustainability has become the subject of research in all
scientific areas, mostly with an ecological focus, but the other two newly
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defined economic and social pillars of the concept are also receiving
increasing attention. The influence of an organization, a company or an
institution on the local economy or the development of a municipality has
long been part of the scientific discourse in the field of social sciences
(economics, sociology, regional science). There are a number of
approaches in the literature for assessing local economic impacts.
However, there are hardly any cases in which these impacts are not
accompanied by cultural, social, demographic, political, educational,
infrastructural, tourism, environmental and other impacts that go beyond
the economic effects.

One of the main topics of the literature on the impact of companies is
corporate social responsibility (CSR) and corporate sustainability (CS),
while interaction studies also show a close correlation with the topic of
corporate embeddedness. Nevertheless, there are only a few examples in
the literature of the joint analysis of the two thematic areas, i.e. local
involvement of companies and embeddedness, which may result from the
different interpretation and application of the terms. The concept of
sustainability embeddedness has been introduced into the literature in
recent years, but the term embeddedness is interpreted exclusively as a
synonym for integration and describes the adaptation of sustainability
aspects into corporate strategy. Thus, the concept does not use the term
that goes back to the original foundations of Polanyi and Granovetter,
which refers to the context of economic events.

The main objective of the study was to contribute to the literature on
sustainability embeddedness by creating its own definition, which adapts
the term corporate embeddedness and embedding rooted in regional
science and economic geography. Based on empirical research, the study
presents the sustainability practices of small and medium-sized family
businesses participating in the interview, which contributes to the
embedding of companies.

A further result of the study is a list of sustainable practical
recommendations based on empirical research conducted based on
interviews with small and medium-sized family businesses in Gy6r-
Moson-Sopron County, Hungary. Along the quintuple helix model the
results showed that family businesses understand the concept of
embeddedness and, through their local commitment, are able to
implement sustainability practices taking local interests into account



132 | Zsuzsanna PALFFY, Livia ABLONCZY-MIHALYKA

despite limited resources. The limitations of the study are clear, but the
small number of companies interviewed suggests the introduction of a
new, empirically based interpretation, along which further professional
discourses are possible. From a practical point of view, the concept of
sustainable embedding is recommended for companies to form part of the
corporate strategy and reports, because along the quintuple helix model, it
is possible to monitor the extent to which the company embeds itself into
the local fabric through the implementation of sustainability and
responsibility practices.
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