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ABSTRACT: This study explores changes in family values and orientations among
students in Bosnia and Herzegovina, with a focus on their perceptions of traditional
and modern family models. A qualitative research design was employed, using focus
group discussions with 30 university students, to gain insights into their narratives,
lived experiences, and attitudes regarding family and marriage as systems of values.
The findings reveal that students view the family as a fundamental social institution,
yet one marked by tensions between traditional expectations — such as respect for
elders, marriage, and family unity — and modern values, including freedom of choice,
gender equality, and flexible family roles. Students emphasized love, respect, trust,
empathy, and communication as key family values, while also expressing concern
about individualism, alienation, domestic violence, and economic instability. Greater
acceptance of diverse family forms, such as cohabitation and single-parent families,
was observed, whereas attitudes toward same-sex partnerships remained divided.
The study highlights the influential roles of parents, religion, education, and media in
shaping students’ family value orientations. In conclusion, students strive to integrate
both traditional and modern values, seeking to preserve family stability while
adapting to contemporary social changes. These findings enhance understanding
of value transformations among young people and underscore the importance of
situating family dynamics within broader societal and cultural shifts.
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INTRODUCTION

The family is one of the most significant social institutions, originating from
basic human needs and deeply rooted in the biological essence of humans. Mili¢
(2007: 19) describes family as “a part of our everyday life that we almost don’t
notice it. Those who grapple with its pronounced presence or complete absence,
feel it far more.” In line with this, Camo (2021: 190) emphasizes: “When we
consider family on a colloquial level, we often reduce this primary model of our
daily life, in which we participate, create, and are equal members, to a universally
accepted necessity, unquestionability, self-understanding, and omnipresence.”

Profound changes in social and cultural contexts during the mid-twentieth
century led to changes in family structure. The development of different
attitudes toward family and family values, resulted in their breakdown. These
changes have prompted questions about the status and scope of family values in
contemporary society (Khazaie 2016).

The modern family is a product of a long evolution, reflecting changes
that have occurred over the last few centuries, which were mostly driven by
industrialization, urbanization, and globalization. Describing changes in the
family, Giddens observes: “In recent years, societies have experienced changes
in family patterns that were unimaginable for previous generations. A wide
variety of family models have become a daily feature of our time. People today
are much less likely to enter into marriage, and when they decide to do so, it is
often in later years; they increasingly cohabit, divorce, and remarry... In short,
the family landscape vastly differs from that of 50 years ago.” Giddens (1994:
186) The family currently finds itself at a crossroads (Pasali¢-Kreso 2004), and
for that reason, it has become vulnerable, has difficulty attaining stability, and is
becoming temporary. Haralambos and Holborn (2002) stated that the pressure
on the modern family exceeds its capacity to withstand, leading to more frequent
discussions about its decline and/or disappearance.

Since the early 1990s of the last century, complex transformation processes
have made the Bosnian-Herzegovinian family extremely fragile. Life unfolds
in conditions of constant uncertainty. The consequences of social events that
spill over into individual destinies are simply termed “fluid life” (Bauman
2009: 10), pointing to continuous changeability, instability, and uncertainty.
This general uncertainty inevitably affects the family, and today we encounter
families with altered structures, relationships, and positions, partners unwilling
to enter conventional marriage, single-parent and re-combined families, and
other changes. In other words, “the rapid transformation and reshaping inherent
to modern society have left no field of human activity untouched” (Sofradzija
2021: 228), including the family.
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Transformation of family and family values

Contemporary debates on family often highlight changes in the areas of
marriage, communication patterns, power distribution, and family roles.
Today’s families increasingly face difficulties in establishing clear and stable
boundaries that enable functional internal relationships (Giddens 1994; Beck
2011; Mili¢ 2007 Tur¢ilo et al. 2019; Osmi¢ et al. 2024; Dudi¢-Sijamija 2025).
One of the most significant shifts is the gradual move away from the traditional,
patriarchal model toward more flexible and contemporary forms of family life.

Before delving deeper into this transformation, it is essential to clarify the
concept of values. Kluckhohn (1951) defines values as “conceptions of the
desirable” that guide human behavior and serve as a framework for evaluating
actions and decisions. Schwartz (1992) further emphasizes that values are trans-
situational goals that vary in importance but serve as stable reference points in
people’s lives. Within the context of a family, values shape norms, expectations,
and interpersonal relationships, and they are transmitted across generations.

The traditional family, as described by Bobi¢ (2003), is characterized by
hierarchical gender and generational roles, with authority concentrated in the
hands of the dominant (usually male) figure and limited space for individual
autonomy. These families typically include a larger number of members
and emphasize collective identity, cultural preservation, and strong familial
cohesion. Patriarchal patterns are not only internal to the family unit but also
extend to wider societal structures. In contrast, Mili¢ (2007) identifies the
modern family by features such as personal autonomy, emotionally grounded
partnerships, the erosion of traditional authority, and increasing gender equality.
This transition is especially visible in new marital patterns: lower fertility rates,
delayed marriage, cohabitation, and diverse partnership arrangements (Beck —
Beck-Gernsheim 1995; Abbott 2014; Sakoti¢-Kurbalija 2020).

The most obvious signs of family transformation appear in the weakening of
family bonds, reduced cohesion, and the rising prevalence of non-traditional
family forms (Giddens 1994; Beck 2001; Plopa 2019; Buljubagi¢—Sadié¢ 2021).
The once-dominant nuclear family has undergone a substantial decline as a
result of social change, falling fertility rates, the growing norm of having only
one child, and the proliferation of alternative lifestyles such as single-parent and
reconstituted families (Oatley 2005; Sakoti¢-Kurbalija 2016; Sadié et al. 2020).
These patterns are closely linked to wider societal crises, uncertainties, and
identity fragmentation (Fromm 1956; Giddens 1994; Beck 2011).

As family structures shift, so do the values associated with them, often
becoming contested or losing their normative strength (Haralambos—Holborn
2002; Mili¢ 2007). Kosarac (2019) argues that family values operate on two
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levels: (1) as culturally embedded values influenced by broader value systems,
and (2) as internal, intimate values developed within families, such as love,
solidarity, sacrifice, support, and understanding.

In their research on family identity in the Balkans, Stjepanovi¢-Zaharijevski
and Petrovi¢ (2014) clearly differentiate between traditional and modern family
values. Traditional values are marked by the preservation of customs, emotional
warmth within the home, gender-based role divisions, generational authority,
child-rearing within the nuclear family, premarital chastity, marital fidelity,
social disapproval of extramarital affairs, and resistance to divorce. On the other
hand, modern values reflect societal changes and emphasize personal growth,
gender equality, equal parenting, parenting as a personal choice, acceptance
of cohabitation and premarital relations, and the legitimacy of divorce when
relationships become dysfunctional.

These shifts in both family structures and values are deeply connected
to broader cultural, economic, and political processes that shape everyday
life. However, this transformation is neither linear nor universal; it unfolds
unevenly, shaped by local contexts, historical experiences, and generational
perspectives. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the transformation of the family
is further complicated by post-war realities, chronic economic instability,
and fluid identity negotiations (Turcilo et al. 2019; Osmic¢ et al. 2024).
Understanding how today’s youth relate to these evolving frameworks of
family and values is crucial for grasping the direction in which family life
and society as a whole are moving. Therefore, contemporary discourse on the
family must recognize the coexistence of traditional and modern elements, as
well as the tensions and negotiations that inevitably emerge from this complex
process of change.

METHOD
Research design

This study employed a qualitative research design aimed at gaining a deeper
understanding of students and their perspectives on family and marriage as
systems of values. The qualitative approach enabled researchers to explore how
participants make sense of ongoing transformations in family values through
their own narratives and lived experiences.

Given the exploratory and qualitative nature of this study, the research was
guided by the following open-ended questions. First, how do students perceive
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and define family and marriage as value systems? Second, in what ways do
traditional and modern family values coexist or come into conflict from the
perspectives of students? Third, what are students’ attitudes toward non-
traditional family forms, such as single parenting, cohabitation, and same-sex
partnerships or relationships? Finally, how do social and generational changes
influence students’ family value orientations?

Sample and participant recruitment

The research sample included 30 participants aged between 18 and 30 (M=23,
SD=1.02), of whom 20 identified as female and 10 as male. At the time of the
study, all participants were university students and not formally employed.
Recruitment was conducted through an open call for participation in focus
group discussions, which was distributed via university networks and social
media platforms.

The decision to focus on students as a key subgroup within the youth population
was intentional. University students represent a socially and intellectually
engaged segment of young people who are often directly exposed to — and
actively reflect upon — cultural, social, and generational transformations. While
this limits the extent to which the findings can be generalized to all youth
in Bosnia and Herzegovina, it offers a focused and in-depth insight into the
family value orientations of a specific group with growing societal relevance. A
purposive sampling strategy was adopted to ensure diversity within the student
population, particularly in relation to gender, age, and family background.
This approach aligns with the broader goals of qualitative research, which
prioritize the depth of understanding and contextual sensitivity over numerical
representativeness. The aim was not to produce statistically generalizable data,
but rather to illuminate patterns of meaning and interpretation that young people
associate with family and value systems.

Table 1. Characteristics of participants

Focus N.u mber of Gender Age Education status ~ Employment status
group participants (N) range
FG1 10 female (f) 18-20  university students unemployed
FG2 10 male (m)  21-25  university students unemployed
FG3 10 mixed 26-30 university students unemployed

Source: Compiled by the authors.
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DATA COLLECTION

Data were collected through focus group discussions conducted in controlled
settings and moderated by the researchers. Each session lasted approximately
one hour. A semi-structured discussion guide was used, covering themes
such as definitions and ideals of family and marriage, reasons for (or not
wanting) children, perceptions of social and generational change, and views
on non-traditional family forms (e.g., single parenting, cohabitation, same-sex
partnerships). All discussions were audio-recorded with participants’ informed
consent and subsequently transcribed verbatim to ensure the accuracy and
integrity of the data.

Data analysis

The data were analyzed using thematic analysis, following the six-phase
process proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006): (1) familiarization with the data;
(2) generation of initial codes; (3) searching for themes; (4) reviewing themes;
(5) defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the report. Coding was
performed manually and inductively, allowing themes to emerge organically
from the data, rather than being based on pre-existing theoretical assumptions.
Several iterations of coding were conducted to enhance the credibility and
internal consistency of the analytical framework. Participants’ quotes are used
throughout the results section and are identified by anonymized codes (e.g.,
FGI: P1 for Participant 1 in Focus group 1), in order to preserve confidentiality.

Table 2. Main themes and codes

Theme Codes/Descriptors

Transf tion of . . . . .

ransformation o Descendants, child-rearing, pre-marital and marital relations

the family
Preservation of family tradition, gender role division, child

Traditional family upbringing, pre-marital virginity, marital fidelity, stigma surrounding

1 ” - . . .
values pre-marital and extramarital relations, and disapproval of divorce
Modern family Individual development, gender equality, ﬂexi'ble fa.mily roles,
values parenthood as choice, acceptance of cohabitation, divorce, and

same-sex partnerships
Transformation of youth  Societal changes, erosion of shared values, individualism, diversity

value orientations of family lifestyles, changing gender/sexual roles
The future of family and  Students’ perspectives on marriage, family responsibilities, gender
values roles, and expectations

Source: Thematic analysis based on Braun and Clarke (2006).
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Ethical considerations

The research was conducted in full accordance with ethical standards for
social research. Participation was voluntary and anonymous, and participants
were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any point without
justification. Written informed consent was obtained prior to data collection.
Measures were taken to ensure confidentiality and anonymity, including the use
of identity nullification techniques and code labeling. Access to raw data was
restricted to members of the research team. Ethical approval was obtained from
the Ethics Committee for Research at the institution with which the authors are
affiliated, and the research adhered to the ethical guidelines of the European
Union.

RESULTS
The transformation of the family

The qualitative analysis revealed a wide spectrum of students’ perspectives
regarding the transformation of family roles, structures, and values in Bosnia and
Herzegovina. These findings align with prior research on families in transitional
societies (Cherlin 2004; Giddens 1992), which underline the simultaneous presence
and tension between traditional frameworks and emerging modern models.

The first set of focus group questions aimed to explore how students
define the family, its role in contemporary society, and their perceptions of
changes in family structures and values. Participants’ definitions of family
varied considerably between traditional and modern perspectives, with some
expressing uncertainty or ambivalence. Their views were primarily influenced
by personal beliefs and family environments, with religious values playing a
particularly significant role.

Participants described the family ranging from traditional, patriarchal views
to emerging modern perspectives, often linking these concepts to religious
and cultural heritage. Such claims are supported by findings from Laumann et
al. (2005), who emphasize the significant role of religious beliefs and cultural
context in shaping family values and practices. One participant stated: Today’s
family is more traditional than modern (FG1: P3), reflecting the persistence of
patriarchal norms. Conversely, another noted: There are modern traits too, like
more educated women and better role distribution (FG2: P7), indicating an
awareness of societal change.
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Some respondents observed a more significant shift toward modernization,
accompanied by growing gender equality and democratization of family
relationships. At the same time, they noted an increase in individualism, changes
in parent—child relationships, a growing emphasis on careerism (especially
among women), shifts in marriage patterns, and a rise in cohabitation and
single-parent families.

Students emphasized demographic changes and challenges related to family
planning, declining birth rates, delayed parenthood, the prioritization of
careers, and the importance of economic stability. Some expressed concern and
were highly critical, describing families as violent, with disrupted relationships
and poor communication. They also considered geographical context crucial,
highlighting the differences between urban and rural settings. One participant
described Bosnian-Herzegovinian families as follows:

Ithink the family in BiH is somewhere between traditional and modern.
The understanding of family depends on whether young people live in
an urban or rural environment... In our society, traditional values
are being preserved, but changes like gender equality, freedom in
choosing a partner, cohabitation, and premarital sexual relationships
are also visible. However, it all depends on the family and its values...
(FGI: P1)

A similar viewpoint was shared by another participant:

I currently think that the family in BiH is traditional, but it is
changing. I believe that over time, it will completely transform
into a modern family, primarily due to the influence of technology,
Western countries, and global change. The trend of couples living
together before marriage and having pets before children is already
present. This is driven by several factors: a strong career focus,
increased personal commitments, and a desire to maximize life
fulfillment. Some young people view children as a burden in this
context. (FG2: P2)

Regardless of differing perspectives, students expressed no reservations about
the importance of family. They emphasized that the family is the foundation
of society: a place of belonging, love, and care. They acknowledged its crucial
role in shaping individuals, but also recognized powerful external influences
on families, including political, economic, and social factors. These factors
contribute to feelings of insecurity and a lack of future prospects, which
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are among the main reasons young people migrate abroad. These issues
have significant implications for family formation and sustainability. Some
participants voiced concern about the future of the family.

Despite differing views, participants unanimously recognized the central
role of the family as a social institution, aligning with classical sociological
perspectives that see the family as the foundation of society (Parsons 1955).
They also emphasized macroeconomic and political influences, such as political
instability and economic uncertainty, as critical factors affecting family
formation and youth migration trends (World Bank 2020).

When discussing social changes over the past thirty years, opinions were
divided: some noted an increase in patriarchal tendencies in the post-war period
(Inglehart—Norris 2003), while others pointed to the erosion of the importance
of the traditional family due to changing values (Beck — Beck-Gernsheim 2002).
Positive developments, such as increased parental involvement and awareness
of children’s rights, were also recognized and align with international trends in
family law and child protection (UNICEF 2018).

Regarding the question of whether society’s perception of the family has
changed overthe pastthree decades, participants expressed differing views. While
some agreed that significant changes had occurred, others denied or considered
them partial. One participant pointed to post-war re-patriarchalization, while
another stated:

Due to the influence of other values, the family began to lose importance.
(FG3: P5)

Some noted changes in attitudes toward cohabitation and children born out of
wedlock, as well as a shift in the average age of marriage. Several participants
in FG2 identified positive developments such as:

The weakening of patriarchy, greater compromise between partners,
more parental involvement in childrearing, and increased recognition
of children’s rights. (FG2: P4)

In response to questions regarding how students perceive these changes
and whether they view them as positive or negative, several key observations
emerged.

Positive changes were primarily related to the position of women within
the family, their increased participation in education and employment, and a
growing awareness of their rights and freedoms, factors seen as key to achieving
equality and balance within the family. One participant noted:
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Changes have occurred and are still happening, with both positive and
negative aspects. On the positive side, there’s more space for each family
member to develop their identity and interests. But on the negative
side, there’s a weakening of value systems, like declining respect from
children toward parents and the loss of shared family meals. I think this
leads to alienation within families. (FG3: P2)

Negative aspects of change include delayed parenthood and fear of parental
roles, as well as a perceived increase in domestic violence, with participants
noting that such violence is now more visible than in the past. These trends were
linked to economic instability, modern societal pressures, and insecure living
conditions. One participant stated:

Many young people delay having children because they re not sure they
can support a family financially or emotionally. (FG2: P5)

Participants also noted that family violence has become more visible
and frequently discussed, although they acknowledged that this might be
due to greater media coverage or a real increase in cases. One participant
explained:

Family violence is often a taboo topic, but nowadays it’s being talked
about more — even if that means it’s more common. (FG3: P4)

This observation aligns with research indicating a rise in family violence
in transitional societies, where socioeconomic crises and structural changes
increase family vulnerability. Family violence has serious consequences for
the psychological well-being of family members, particularly children, and
threatens the stability and functionality of family relationships (Krug et al.
2002).

Moreover, participants pointed to a general weakening of family values,
particularly a decline in respect for parents and a reduction in traditional family
practices such as shared meals. One participant remarked:

We used to eat together and talk, but now everyone is rushing in their
own direction, so the family just isn’t what it used to be. (FG3: P2)

The weakening of these traditional family practices can be interpreted in
the light of modern social changes, including the accelerated pace of life,

technological connectivity that simultaneously leads to social isolation, and
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changes in communication patterns (Putnam 2000). These changes often
result in reduced quality of family interactions and increased feelings of
loneliness.

Finally, participants associated the fear of parenting and uncertainty about the
future of the family with Bosnia and Herzegovina’s broader socioeconomic and
political context. Young people face high unemployment rates, outmigration,
and a general sense of hopelessness (World Bank 2020). These circumstances
create additional pressure on young people to delay forming families or consider
emigration, thereby threatening demographic renewal and social stability (ibid.).

Traditional family values

Qualitative analysis shows that young people in Bosnia and Herzegovina
generally express a positive attitude towards traditional family values, which
they perceive as the foundation of family life and a key factor of family strength
and cohesion. According to Noller and Feeney (2004) values are the basic
pillars on which family life is built, and young people recognize the role of
love and respect as the most important family values. These values encompass
both love among family members and respect for individual boundaries and
autonomy. Participants emphasize the importance of positive communication,
open dialogue, listening, and mutual understanding, which aligns with Koerner
and Fitzpatrick’s (2002) findings that quality communication within the family
contributes to stability and satisfying relationships. Family roles include caring
for others, a sense of security and support, and joint strength that helps face
challenges. Empathy stands out as a necessary value without which other values
lose their meaning. Some students particularly emphasized the importance of
equality among family members and the importance of preserving tradition,
customs, and moral norms as the basis for a stable society. One participant
summarized this well:

Family values are specific behaviors, habits, and customs nurtured
within the family, community, and marriage. For me, the most important
are: respect for parents and spouses, loyalty between spouses, and
shared family activities such as meals, gatherings, and joint parenting.
However, it is also important for each member to have space for
personal development. (FG2: P4)

Students emphasize a blend of traditional and modern values, highlighting
love as the foundation of marriage, mutual respect, freedom of partner choice,
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and general freedom, especially regarding decisions about having children.
While some favor individuality and gender equality, others advocate preserving
traditional values. Examples of statements include:

It is important for children to understand the role of parents, respect is
not optional but necessary. Discipline helps create a safe environment
Jfor development. (FG1: P3)

Mother and father should equally share responsibility in raising
children. Equality at home teaches children justice and respect. (FG3:
Po6)

When asked about traditional values present in Bosnian-Herzegovinian
society, participants often mention the preservation of family traditions, religious
customs, and shared family gatherings during holidays, which strengthen the
sense of belonging and togetherness. Raising children according to traditional
values is considered especially important. Some participants were critical of
premarital sexual relationships and cohabitation, demanding a clearer societal
stance and an uncompromising approach to moral norms. Marital fidelity
is seen as a crucial foundation for the quality of family relations. They also
emphasize preserving family structure, respecting elderly members, and family
responsibility:

Living together without marriage is not something easily accepted here;
most people still hold on to a traditional approach to relationships and
marriage. (FG1: P4)

1 believe that raising children in the spirit of traditional values is crucial
for maintaining family cohesion and respect for elders. (FG1: P8)

There must be a clear boundary in [terms of] moral values, because
without it, the family loses its integrity. (FG3: P4)

Asked which traditional values they would like to see return, young people
express a desire for more frequent family gatherings and shared time:

We used to have dinner together every evening; now everyone is busy

with their phones or obligations. I would like to return to those times.
(FG2: P1)
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... family means being together, supporting each other live, not just
through the internet. (FG1: P5)

Many insist on stricter parenting, viewing modern parenting as too liberal,
lacking discipline and clear rules, and call for the return of parental authority:

Children need rules and boundaries. Without discipline, family loses its
foundation... (FG3: P9)

...respect for parents and elders must return; this is the only way for
Sfamilies to remain strong... (FG2: P6)

Concerns were also expressed about the absence of norms in partner
relationships, especially fidelity: Loyalty in marriage is not just a tradition,
it’s the glue that holds everything together. (FG1: P4) This desire to return to
traditional values stems from the perception that modern society has weakened
authority and moral integrity, creating instability in families.

The perspectives of students in Bosnia and Herzegovina on traditional family
values reflect a complex approach that combines affirmation of core values like
love, respect, communication, and empathy, but also a critical view of modern
challenges. They are aware of the need to harmonize preserving key family
values with accepting gender equality, individuality, and freedom of choice.
Their concerns about weakening authority, moral norms, and family cohesion
highlight the need for open dialogue about the future of the family in transitional
societies.

Modern family values

When asked “What are modern family values according to your opinion?,”
the responses revealed diverse perspectives among students regarding what
constitutes these modern values. A significant trend in their answers highlights
individualization, freedom of choice in family planning and parenthood,
and autonomy in decisions related to family life. These decisions, which
were traditionally matters of the wider community or extended family, are
increasingly regarded as the private prerogative of the nuclear family or married
couple. This shift echoes Beck and Beck-Gernsheim’s (2002) thesis about the
“individualization of family life,” where family becomes a project defined by
personal choices rather than societal prescriptions. Students also emphasize
gender equality and the equitable distribution of household and parenting
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responsibilities, reflecting global trends documented by scholars such as
Coltrane (2000) and Sayer (2010). Flexibility in family roles and structures is
underscored as a crucial modern value, including the acceptance of cohabitation
before marriage, which is now destigmatized among many youth (Smock 2000).
Destigmatization of divorce and acceptance of divorced individuals were also
identified as important markers of modernity within family norms (Amato
2000).

However, while some participants expressed a positive attitude towards
modern values, others showed reservations, uncertainty, or even disapproval.
A notable number of participants expressed strong criticism of same-sex
marriages, citing moral concerns and emphasizing traditional conceptions of
family structure and marriage. Cohabitation also remains a contested issue,
with some opposing it on moral or cultural grounds. This diversity of opinion
aligns with the broader social ambivalence documented in studies on family
change in transitional societies (Inglehart—Norris 2003; Kalmijn 2011).

[llustrative statements from young participants include:

Modern values mean freedom to choose who and when to marry, and
whether to have children at all. It’s about respecting each person’s life

plan. (FG2: P7)

Gender equality is essential. Both partners should share household
chores and childcare equally. (FGI1: P3)

Living together before marriage should not be taboo anymore, it’s how
people get to know each other better. (FG3: P10)

On the other hand, some voices expressed concern and disapproval:

Marriage is between a man and a woman, anything else is confusing
and against our traditions. (FG2: P5)

1 think cohabitation without marriage weakens family values and harms
children’s stability. (FGI: P4)

Same-sex marriage goes against moral and religious beliefs that define
family in our society. (FG3: P3)

These conflicting views demonstrate the tension between the persistence of
traditional moral frameworks and the influence of globalizing modern values
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on youth perceptions in Bosnia and Herzegovina. The ambivalence towards
modern family values is also documented in the research of Giddens (1992) and
Lesthaeghe (2010), who argue that modernity creates pluralization of family
forms and values, but does not eliminate traditional views.

The data show that students in Bosnia and Herzegovina navigate a complex
landscape of family values, where modern ideals of freedom, equality, and
flexibility coexist and sometimes clash with traditional moral expectations and
cultural norms. This plurality of perspectives underscores the dynamic and
contested nature of family transformation in transitional contexts.

Transformation of family value orientations

In response to the question “Are there noticeable changes in family values
that are important to young people compared to previous generations?,”
participants revealed a dynamic and multifaceted transformation of family
value orientations. Many highlighted the increased tolerance and acceptance
toward LGBT communities, marking a shift toward broader social inclusivity.
For instance, one participant noted,

There is a big difference, especially when we consider [views about]
same-sex couples, which are becoming more common. Thus, the change
is obvious in multiple aspects. (FG2: P6)

This aligns with findings from Herek (2009) and Badgett (2013), who
emphasize growing acceptance of sexual diversity among younger cohorts
across diverse cultural contexts.

Gender equality was another prominent theme, with students emphasizing
more equitable participation in household chores and childcare by men,
alongside women’s increased presence in the labor market and shared decision-
making within families. As one participant stated,

The changes are quite visible, men are more involved in household
chores and childcare, and women are more involved in the labor
market. (FG1: P4)

These observations correspond to sociological analyses by Kan et al. (2011)
that document the gradual erosion of traditional gender roles and the rise of
dual-earner households where domestic responsibilities are more equally
shared.
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When discussing the factors contributing to the family value system nurtured
by young people, participants underscored the foundational role of family
upbringing, education, and broader socio-cultural influences. One succinct
summary was, I would say religion and culture, but also upbringing and
education (FGI1: P3), highlighting the complex interplay between personal,
familial, and societal dimensions. This echoes research by Thornton and Lin
(1994) and Bengtson et al. (2013), who underline how family socialization and
cultural milieu shape intergenerational transmission of values.

Moreover, the media was recognized as a powerful agent in shaping young
people’s attitudes towards family and relationships. Participants frequently cited
the media’s role in exposing them to diverse family models and progressive
ideas, fostering openness and sometimes generating tensions with traditional
norms:

1 see through series and movies how women and men behave differently
in families today compared to the past, which sometimes confuses me
because it differs from what I learned at home. (FG2: P5)

Social media often promotes ideas of equality and freedom of choice
within the family, which is positive, but sometimes it causes conflicts
with older family members who are more traditional. (FG3: P1)

The media shows me that it is normal for people to live together before
marriage or to have different family arrangements, which is still not
always accepted in our society. (FG2: P3)

Despite progressive shifts, it is important to note the coexistence of ambivalence
and resistance among youth. Some participants expressed uncertainty or critical
views regarding certain modern family values, reflecting ongoing societal
debates.

The data indicate that the transformation of students’ family value orientations
in Bosnia and Herzegovina reflects global patterns of increasing diversity, gender
equality, and individualization, while continuing to be shaped by enduring
influences of religion, culture, and the media. Students’ narratives reveal a
nuanced negotiation between traditional and modern values, highlighting an
evolving yet still contested landscape of family life.
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The future of family and family values

When asked about the most important family values they plan to teach their
children in the future, participants consistently emphasized core principles
such as mutual respect, love, honesty, and empathy. These values are seen as
foundational for nurturing well-rounded and socially responsible individuals.
The importance of open-mindedness, understanding, and support was also
frequently highlighted, reflecting a progressive approach to child-rearing that
balances tradition with contemporary social realities. Young people underscored
the importance of respect not only within the immediate family but also toward
the broader community, including parents, elders, and individuals with diverse
personal choices and lifestyles. For example, one respondent succinctly stated,
Respect, culture, empathy (FG2: P5), while another added, ...respect for elders,
obedience, trust, respect for marriage as something sacred, solidarity, helping
others. (FG1: P3) These reflections align with previous research on family
socialization that underscores the role of family values in promoting social
cohesion and moral development (Kagitcibasi 2007; Smetana 2011).

When participants were asked whether they plan to raise their children according
to traditional or modern values, many expressed a preference for a middle ground,
aspiring to “take the best from both worlds.” This hybrid approach reflects a
negotiation between preserving cultural heritage and adapting to contemporary
social changes, a theme identified in studies of family value transformations in
transitional societies (Greenfield 2009). One participant noted, / want to teach my
child traditional values like respect and honesty, but also encourage freedom and
open-mindedness (FG1: P6), illustrating this balanced perspective.

The importance of family values for the future of Bosnian-Herzegovinian
families and society was unanimously acknowledged by the participants. They
perceive family as an irreplaceable institution, vital not only for individual
identity and support but also as the foundational unit of society. This view is
consistent with classical sociological theories, such as that of Parsons (1955),
who conceptualized the family as the cornerstone of social order, and more
contemporary research emphasizing the family’s role in cultural transmission
and social stability (Amato 2010; Cunningham 2001).

Moreover, the participants’ perspectives reflect concerns about maintaining
family cohesion amid societal challenges such as economic uncertainty,
migration, and shifting social norms. Young people see the transmission of core
family values as crucial for fostering resilience and continuity. This resonates
with findings by Carroll and Doherty (2003), who argue that family value
socialization is essential for preparing future generations to navigate complex
social environments.
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DISCUSSION

This qualitative study offers a comprehensive insight into the ongoing
transformation of family dynamics and value orientations among students in
Bosnia and Herzegovina, a society marked by rapid social change and persistent
traditional legacies. Grounded in in-depth focus group discussions, the research
captures the multifaceted experiences and perceptions of students as they
negotiate between inherited traditional family norms and emerging modern
ideals.

While this investigation is based on a single qualitative dataset, its findings
resonate deeply with sociological and family studies theories, as well as with
empirical research from transitional societies. The coexistence and contestation
of traditional and modern family values, highlighted in this study, reflect patterns
observed in other post-socialist and rapidly globalizing contexts (Dallos—
Draper 2010; Walgcka-Matyja — Banach 2022). Such dynamics illustrate how
social transformation is neither linear nor uniform but characterized by tensions
and contradictions at the intersection of cultural heritage and contemporary
influences.

The participants’ narratives reveal that family remains the cornerstone of
social life, imbued with deep emotional significance, yet simultaneously exposed
to the destabilizing pressures of economic uncertainty, political instability,
and shifting social norms. These external macro-structural factors directly
impact family formation processes, marital stability, and intergenerational
relations. Statistical data support this fragility, showing rising divorce rates
and postponed marriages in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Sadi¢ et al. 2020; BHAS
2023), which mirror the participants’ reflections on changing family trajectories
and challenges.

A striking insight from the study is the enduring influence of parental and
societal expectations rooted in traditional collectivist values. According to social
learning theory and supported by findings from Keijer et al. (2018) and Zhou et
al. (2023), young people’s value systems and communication patterns closely
mirror those of their parents. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, this intergenerational
transmission is further reinforced by economic dependence and social structures
that limit youth autonomy, which delays the full adoption of modern family
models prevalent in Western contexts (Turcilo et al. 2019; Osmi¢ et al. 2024;
Dudi¢-Sijamija 2025). However, students also articulate an emergent openness
toward modern family values such as gender equality, individual choice in
partner selection, shared parental responsibilities, and recognition of diverse
family forms. These perspectives illustrate a complex negotiation, where
young people both challenge and reaffirm traditional norms, embodying what
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Walgcka-Matyja and Banach (2022) describes as a “hybridization” of family
values in transitional societies.

The tensions between tradition and modernity manifest in ambivalent attitudes
towards cohabitation, premarital sexual relationships, and divorce, with some
young people expressing acceptance and others voicing moral reservations.
Such ambivalence underscores the fluidity of social norms and the uneven pace
of cultural change within families and communities.

Moreover, the participants’ reflections point to the role of broader societal and
economic pressures in shaping family experiences. High youth unemployment,
political fragmentation, and a lack of social safety nets contribute to delayed
family formation and uncertainty about future parenting roles. These factors
compound the difficulties of maintaining cohesive family units and transmitting
stable value systems across generations.

Ultimately, this qualitative exploration reveals that the Bosnian-
Herzegovinian youth stand at a crossroads, negotiating inherited traditional
family values and emerging modern norms amidst significant societal
transformations. Their lived experiences offer critical insights into the
processes of value continuity and change, highlighting the need for context-
sensitive social policies and support mechanisms that bridge generational
divides and promote family resilience.

CONCLUSION

This study provides insights into the changes and complexities of family
values among students in Bosnia and Herzegovina, highlighting their position
between traditional and modern norms. The youth demonstrate awareness of
ongoing transformations within families and society, while simultaneously
emphasizing the importance of preserving key values such as love, respect,
and mutual support. Their perceptions reflect the social, cultural, and economic
challenges they face, including shifts in gender roles, demographic trends, and
pressures of modern life. This dynamic interplay between past and present
shapes their attitudes and expectations regarding the future of the family in
Bosnia and Herzegovina.

While this study focused specifically on students, who represent a distinct
and important segment of the youth population, certain limitations should
be acknowledged. The qualitative approach and relatively small sample size
restrict the generalizability of the findings to all young people in Bosnia and
Herzegovina. Nonetheless, the study provides valuable insights into emerging
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trends and shifts in family values, highlighting students’ negotiation between
traditional and modern norms. These findings offer a foundation for further
research and can inform policies and programs aimed at supporting family
stability and addressing contemporary social changes.

For future studies, it is recommended to expand the sample to include
diverse demographic and regional groups of youth, as well as to employ mixed
methods that would allow for a deeper and broader analysis. It would also be
beneficial to explore the influence of modern media, technology, and migration
on the formation of family values among youth. Such approaches could further
enrich the understanding of the complex processes of family transformation
in contemporary Bosnian-Herzegovinian society and provide guidance for the
development of policies and programs supporting youth and families.
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