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Abstract. The topic of this paper concerns del-
egated mothering in the context of Kazakhstani
society, which is highly gender-normative, char-
acterized by an almost unique combination of
rather high average income, average level of
economic development, high level of female
participation in the labor force, and high fer-
tility. This situation motivates mothers in this
country to search for various ways of delegat-
ing mothering, including using nannies' and
babysitters' services.

We aimed to study the barriers and triggers for
using this method of delegation in the context
of persistent traditional gender norms and ide-
als. We did this using qualitative methodology:
semi-structured interviews with mothers, po-
tential mothers, and babysitters, 29 in total, in
two main cities of Kazakhstan, Almaty and As-
tana. The interviews were then analyzed using
qualitative thematic text analysis methodology.

Our main conceptual frame was «care loop»,
formulated by Sekerakova Burikova in 2019,
which presents relationships between a moth-
er and other carers (other family members or
paid nannies) for her child as a continuum and
not a strictly divided dyadic model, since we
found the former to be more relevant in the
studied context.

We found that, albeit barriers to using nanny
services are high in the context of traditional
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AHHoTauua. CtaTbs NocBsleHa genernpo-
BaHHOMY MaTEPUHCTBY B KOHTEKCTE Ka3axCTaH-
CKOro o6LuecTBa, KOTopoe SBASETCS B BbICLUEN
CTeNeHN reH4epHO-HOPMATUBHBIM W XapaKTepu-
3yeTcs coveTaHMeM A0BOJIbHO BbICOKOMO cpea-
Hero JoxoAa, CPeAHero YPoBHS 9KOHOMMUYECKO-
ro Pa3BUTUS, BbICOKOM [JO/IW MEHLLMH B paboyen
CUNe 1 BbICOKOW POXKAaeMOCTU. 3Ta cuTyaums
MOTUBMPYET MaTepen UCcKaTb CNoco6bl gene-
rMpPOBaHUS MaTepMHCTBa, BKIKOYas UCMOb30-
BaHWe ycnyr HiHb M CUaenoK. Mbl CTpeMUInCh
n3y4nTb Gapbepbl 1 TPUITEPBI ANs 06paLLEHNS
K aTOMy cnocoby AenerMpoBaHns 1 4enermposa-
HWS KaK TaKOBOIO B KOHTEKCTE COXPaHSAOLLMX-
€S TPAANUMOHHbIX reHAEPHbIX HOPM Y MAEeanoB.

Mbl MCNOMIb30BaNM Ka4yeCTBEHHYO MEeTOA0-
NOTM0 NONYCTPYKTYPUPOBAHHbLIX MHTEPBbLIO
B [BYX KpynHbIX ropogax KasaxcraHa, Anmartsl
n ActaHe, ¢ MaTepsiMu, NOTEHLMaNbHbIMK MaTe-
PSMU U HAHAMM (B 06LLLEN CNOXKHOCTU 29 Yeno-
BEK), KOTopble 3aTeM Obliv NpoaHann3npoBa-
Hbl C MOMOLLbI0 KAYECTBEHHOIO TEMaTU4ECKOro
aHanu3a TeKcToB. OCHOBHOM KOHLIeNTyanbHOwM
pamMKoWn ctana «netnsa yxoga», copmynmpo-
BaHHas 3. CekepaKkoBoi byprkoBon B 2019 T.
OHa npeacTaBnsieT OTHOLWEHUS MeXay mMaTe-
pPblO ¥ APYrMMKU ONEKYHAMU (APYrMMU YNeHa-
MU CEMbW UK OMNNaYMBaAEMbIMKU HAHAMM) ANs
ee pebeHKa KaK KOHTUHYYM, a He KaK CTporo
pasfeneHHyto Anaanyeckyio mogenb. Mbl 06Ha-
PYKMMK, YTO, HECMOTPS Ha BbICOKME Gapbepsbl
K MCNOMb30BaHMIO YCNYr HAHb B KOHTEKCTE Tpa-
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Kazakhstani society with its strict gender ideals,
need is higher and the market segment of care
is already quite developed but unregulated
by the state, all nannies do not have any
specialized official status, including the
agencies which help to find them, thus creating
numerous vulnerabilities for mothers, children,
and hired carers as well. Still, most agents of
this area of social interactions do not want
stricter regulations due to expecting higher
prices in this case and preferring to keep to
the perception of the domain of mothering
delegation as something with blurred
boundaries and not characterized by strictly
divided roles.

Keywords: babysitting, fertility, family roles,
mothering, childcare, cultural change
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OVMUMOHHOIO Ka3axcTaHCKOro o6LwecTBa C ero
CTPOrMMM reHAepHbIMKU naeanamu, NoTpeGHOCTb
B HMX BblLLE, @ PbIHOYHbIN CErMEHT YCAYr MO YXO-
[ly Y)Ke JOCTaTO4HO pa3BWT, HO He peryaupyet-
€Sl rOCYAapPCTBOM, HSHW HE UMEIOT KaKOro-u-
60 cneumanbHOro oduLmManbHOro ctartyca, B ToM
yucne adbdunmaummn ¢ areHTCTBamu, Kotopble
rnomMorasnu 6bl UX HarUTK, YTO CO3AaeT MHOIMOYUC-
JIEHHble YA3BUMOCTHU /191 MaTepen, AeTen U Ha-
€MHbIX HAiHb. TeM He MeHee BO0SIbLUMHCTBO areH-
TOB 3TOM Chepbl COLMasbHbIX B3aUMOLENCTBUM
He XoTAT 60nee CTPOroro peryiMpoBaHuns, OXu-
[lasi B TakoM cfy4ae 6011ee BbICOKMX LIEH U Npes-
noYuTas coxpaHsaTb BOCNPUSATUE 06nacTy gene-
rMpOBaHUsA MaTePUHCKUX 0693aHHOCTEN KaK
4ero-To ¢ pa3MbITbIMK FPaHULLAMU U HE XapaK-
TEPU3YIOLLErOCs CTPOrMM pPasfeneHnem ponen.

KnioueBble cnoBa: npucMoTp 3a AETbMMU, POXK-
[laeMoCTb, CEMENHbIE POSIU, MAaTePUHCTBO, yX04
3a JeTbMU, KyNbTyPHblE UBMEHEHMS

bnarogapHocTb. ABTOpP Bbipa)kaeT 6naro-
[apHOCTb CTyAeHTKaM daKynbreTa CoLMnono-
rmm Hazap6aeB YHunBepcuteTa B AcTaHe (Ka-
3axcTaH) 2023—2024 y4e6Horo roga AMHyp
CanapoBowu, AaH Tnenosou, Anya CynenmeHo-
BOW, AHenb bakaesoi 1 Tamune TypKMEHOBOM,
KOTOpble OKa3anu NOMOLLb Ha HaYanbHbIX 3Ta-
nax uccnefoBaHus, Hanasa y4acTHUKOB, MpoBe-
[ UHTEPBbLIO M OKa3aB COAENCTBME B NOAIO-
TOBKe 0630pa iMTeparypsbl.

Research Question and Problem Statement

Traditionally, the society of Kazakhstan is highly gender-normative [Kabatova, 2022:
36]. Girls and boys from a young age are taught to behave by their sex [ibid.]. Boys are
taught to be brave and confident. Girls are taught to be modest, humble, and calm
[ibid.]. Those cultural norms and traditions assign gender roles: from very childhood,
girls are “trained” to be good “kelins” (daughters-in-law), which means to do all the
household duties and bear children. Boys are taught to be the breadwinners of the
family and not to do any housekeeping.

These cultural norms have been the highest pressure since females started to ac-
tively join the labor force. In post-Soviet times, they are expected to work and do all
the household duties and provide child care. According to the Bureau of National Sta-
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tistics of Kazakhstan, working women spend 3 hours and 36 minutes on household
duties and childcare per day. While working men spend only 1 hour and 9 minutes, 3
times less than women. So, as in most other cultures, females in Kazakhstan experi-
ence adouble burden, a phenomenon when women have to balance employment and
unpaid housework [Chen et al., 2018: 1], albeit in Kazakhstan, it has its cultural specif-
ics. In addition, nowadays, there is a socially desirable model of “successful success”
for everyone (self-realization and development). Not surprisingly, the number of female
graduate students increases. In 2024, there were 56 % of female graduates in Kazakh-
stan, while in 2022, there were only 49% and in 2023 55 %, so numbers are slowly in-
creasing®.. Women tend to receive higher educational degrees 2 times as often as men?2.

Women intensely participate in paid work (women’s share of the labor force in Ka-
zakhstan is 49.1% in 2023)2. So, on the whole, Kazakh women are quite modernized.
But fertility is high for such a level of development; the Total Fertility Rate (TFR) was
3.05 in 2022 [Bureau of National Statistics of Kazakhstan, 2022], and fell to 2.96
in 20234, Worldwide, the more educated females are, the fewer children they have
[Pradhan, 2015]. Hypothetically, because the traditional “obligation” to have children
is still supreme in Kazakhstan for women, despite the education level and employ-
ment, they continue to give birth to children at relatively high rates.

Summing up all the points, there is a trend for women to work, receive education,
and self-develop, but Kazakhstani females still have more children than those in oth-
er countries with similar normative development®. Consequently, there is a need for
help in childcare from kindergartens, relatives, or babysitters. In the article by Abil-
mazhitova® on the official website news “TengriNews”, currently, there is a big demand
for babysitters in Kazakhstan, as “A babysitter is required” is one of the most popular
ads on specialized personnel search sites.

We understand the issues we study in this article through the concept of working
mothers’ delegation of core mothering tasks to nannies or kin. Since mothers’ partic-
ipation in the workforce in Kazakhstan is high, and fertility is also high, such delega-
tion becomes necessary due to the strain in work-life balance associated with such
a lifestyle for individual women (as analyzed in a different context by Alpino and Lup-
pi [Alpino, Luppi, 2020]. This is reinforced by the gaps in state childcare [Resvushki-
na et al., 2024], as detailed below in this paper.

1 Bureau of National Statistics of Kazakhstan, Statistics of Education, Science and Innovation. URL: https://stat.gov.kz/
en/industries/social-statistics/stat-edu-science-inno/publications/277816,/2025 (accessed: 02.08.2025).

2 Agency for Strategic Planning and Reforms of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Bureau of National Statistics (2023). Gradu-
ate Students. URL: https://stat.gov.kz/api/iblock/element/51392 /file/en/ (accessed: 02.08.2025).

3 Labor force, female (% of total labor force) — International Labour Organization (ILO), type: estimates based on external
database; United Nations (UN), publisher: UN Population Division; Staff estimates, World Bank (WB). URL: https://data.
worldbank.org/indicator/SL.TLF.TOTL.FE.ZS?locations=KZ (accessed: 02.08.2025).

4 Agency for Strategic Planning and Reforms of the Republic of Kazakhstan, Bureau of National Statistics (2023). Age-
Specific Fertility Rates. URL: https://stat.gov.kz/api/iblock/element/40687 /file/en/ (accessed: 02.08.2025).

5 There is a very good analysis of this demographic anomaly in the article in Forbes: Alzhanova A. Why Is the Birth Rate
so High in Kazakhstan? URL: https://forbes.kz/articles/pochemu-v-kazahstane-takaya-vysokaya-rozhdaemost-73337d.
(In Russ.) (accessed: 02.08.2025).

¢ Abilmazhitova A. “They Demanded to Serve and Forbade Drinking Their Water.” Revelations of Kazakhstani Nannies.

2023. URL: https://tengrinews.kz/article /trebovali-prislujivat-zapreschali-pit-vodu-otkroveniya-1912/. (In Russ.) (ac-
cessed: 02.08.2025).
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In the late 1980s — early 1990s, researchers started to pay attention to the ne-
cessity of delegating mothering to a third party in many working mothers’ lives, since
a growing part of mothers in the West were working by that time [Graue, 2008]. Later,
the concepts allowing for understanding processes developing in this situation were
formulated, such as “Shadow mothering”, “Competitive mothering” /“competitive care”,
and “care loops” [MacDonald, 2011; Cox, 2011; Sekerakova Blrikova, 2019, 2023].

“Shadow mothering” helps to comprehend nanny-mother accountability, power, and
resistance issues in the light of the intensive mothering ideal, which a working moth-
er feels is impossible to adhere to and tries to accomplish through the delegation to
a nanny. Class and ethnicity effects are very important in mother-nanny dynamics
[MacDonald, 2011].

“Competitive mothering” and “competitive care” likewise link mother employment
of nannies/babysitters to class anxiety, gendered guilt, and the construction of moth-
ers’ status through delegation [Cox, 2011]. These models better suit the Western con-
text, where a nanny and a mother often are seen as clearly distinguished and only ac-
tors, accomplishing childcare, while in Eastern Europe and post-Soviet space, there
is rather a continuum of carers where boundaries are blurred and the exclusivity of
carers is less certain.

“Care loop” model [Sekerakova Barikova, 2019, 2023] argues to decolonize the
Western dyadic model of the mother and nanny, calling for attention to multigenera-
tional /family-embedded delegation [Goodall et al., 2020], which is claimed to be es-
pecially relevant in the post-Soviet/post-socialist context. This model connects gender
division of labor with kin/nanny intersections, situating motivations for paid childcare
within both social policy “care gaps” and cultural preferences for mother-like care [Se-
kerakova Bulrikova, 2019, 2023]. According to this concept, there is no strict border
between nanny work, occasional babysitting, and using kin help, and all these areas
of delegated motherly care is unregulated and therefore make all participants — moth-
ers, carers, and children vulnerable. We find this concept particularly relevant to the
situation in Kazakhstan and proceed from it as a conceptual frame.

Researchers in post-Soviet states do pay attention to the studied topic. Recent
work by Resvoushkina et al. [Resvoushkina et al., 2024] describes how urban middle-
class families revive and adapt “female assistant” practices due to insufficient pub-
lic childcare, economic pressures, and complex gendered family expectations. Such
a family assistant usually is a young girl from not very close kin who helps with chil-
dren and household duties, in exchange for the possibility to live in a family that she
cares for in a bigger city. Often, she is a student at the same time. This is a very good
example of how informal networks of care lack boundaries between familial duties
and paid care work, and also sheds light on the issues of trust and gender roles: a fe-
male carer, preferably related by kinship, is preferred. However, such a carer is not al-
ways available. Resvouhkina and co-authors emphasize that delegation of childcare
in Kazakhstan is shaped by the conflict between traditional gender norms (the expec-
tation of maternal presence) and practical need, often causing emotional discomfort
but rationalized as necessary for career or income generation.

Two recent Russian papers [Sizova, Korenkova, 2020; Blednova, Bagirova, 2022]
are relevant as well. They speak about similar issues: mothers delegating to relatives
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(especially grandmothers), balancing traditional maternal responsibility with pres-
sures for gender equality and return to workforce; and the increased use of paid ser-
vices (including babysitters and nannies), where the decisions are shaped by cost,
trust, perceived quality, and social expectations. Gender ideals (especially that of “in-
tensive mothering”) and emerging egalitarian rhetoric create internal and social ten-
sions around delegation decisions. A woman is expected to work and wants to work,
while feeling able to rely on the male partner in childcare only partially, in the best case.
Female kin members are not always available.

In the case we study, the decisions are made within a similar context, with the only
difference that culturally traditional gender roles are still stronger in Kazakhstan, and
a man is rarely considered the main child carer.

This study explores the following research question: how do barriers and motiva-
tions for hiring a nanny or babysitter function within the shifting landscape of Kazakh-
stani society, where women navigate both the traditional expectation of raising multi-
ple children and the modern pressures of pursuing work and career?

We have researched this issue in a regional aspect, trying to understand wheth-
er there is a difference in the attitude towards babysitting in Astana and Almaty cities,
the Northern and Southern capitals of Kazakhstan. Aimaty is located in the more tra-
ditional South of Kazakhstan, but at the same time, it is more multinational than As-
tana, soitis not clear in advance how and in what respect practices and attitudes are
different in these two cities.

Fulfilling all roles

After finishing their education, many women in Kazakhstan start integration into
the labor force, walking up the professional career ladder. Once they get married and
give birth to children, many find themselves torn between house duties and work ob-
ligations: employers fail to see the energy- and time-consuming nature of unpaid la-
bor, while familial responsibilities have no one to cover for women [Kuzhabekova et al.,
2017]. In comparison with male employees, female workers tend to substitute their
free time with child and elderly care, which puts more work on women’s shoulders and
leaves little time for self-care and development [Yanovskaya et al., 2020].

Despite a double-shift lifestyle, studies show that women do not bargain profes-
sional hours with domestic tasks, meaning they work as much as their male coun-
terparts but compromise their remaining day hours with unpaid labor [ibid.]. There
is a three-year maternity leave in Kazakhstan, but only the first year is compensat-
ed by the state, which encourages women who have jobs with high salary, all single
mothers, and women who’s husbands do not earn much, to return to work as early
as they stop receiving childcare leave benefit [Akiner, 1997; Dugarova, 2016]. Month-
ly payment allotted by the government fails to cover most of mothers’ pre-birth sala-
ries [Dugarova, 2016]. Mothers believe that paternal leave is unlikely to be practiced
even if it were paid because of how it is “stigmatized” as inflicting on masculinity [Ka-
bylova, 2022]. Fathers receive no allowance from the state, which also negatively af-
fects their willingness to be involved in childcare [Dugarova, 2016]. Such gender dif-
ferences affect employment positions and professional paths: mothers, reluctant to
take risky job tasks in public spheres and leadership opportunities, end up taking
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lower-paid jobs and find themselves in slowed-down professional growth. This forms
a new modern version of the so-called glass ceiling for educated mothers [Kuzhabek-
ova et al., 2017]. In addition, some women take on more difficult and time-consuming
assignments at work, eventually learning to manage their professional and personal
life at the cost of overall overwork and self-exploitation [Ibid.]. There is a probability
that mothers who manage to grow professionally use alternative ways in coping with
the double-burden: hiring domestic workers, babysitters, or seeking help from famil-
ial relations [Brick et al., 2013].

Co-residence: Grandparents as babysitters.

One of the cultural aspects of marital life in the Kazakhstani context is a shared
residence of a married couple with the husband’s parents. In other words, it is com-
mon for Kazakh women to live under one roof or near an older generation [Rezvush-
Kina et al., 2024]. Co-residence can also be shared with the woman’s parents, espe-
cially by divorced or widowed women who left the residency of in-laws. Co-residency
does not necessarily affect grandparents’ willingness and ability to take care of their
grandchildren. In some cases, a feeling of being one kin brings some benefits for em-
ployed mothers: grandparents can be eager to take care of their grandchildren while
parents are at work. However, as noted by Posadas and Vidal-Fernandez [Posadas,
Vidal-Fernandez, 2013], women who seek free help from parents or in-laws tend to
be mothers from lower educational backgrounds and struggling financially to provide
for their children. Receiving childcare help from parents is often short-term and oc-
casional, as women perceive this job as mothers’ responsibility [Rezvushkina, Karip-
bayev, 2021]. Understanding of childcare as one’s responsibility and personal duty is
peculiar to grandparents as well, especially to grandmothers: as women, elderly wom-
en find themselves obligated to help their daughters or daughters-in-law with chil-
dren according to gender norms they acquired through their motherhood [Lee, Bauer,
2013]. Thus, mothers-in-law often take on some tasks of child-rearing before and af-
ter childbirth [Woollett, Dosanjh-Matwala, 1990].

In other cases, young mothers find themselves in the position of double-care work,
where their responsibilities lie beyond childcare and involve caregiving for parents-in-
law [Landmann et al., 2017]. Very often, there is little benefit from patrilocal residen-
cy and more domestic tasks, leading to conflicts in social roles, as women become
responsible for family care and professional work at the same time [Padma, Reddy,
2013]. To ease social role strains, women might find it advantageous to hire domes-
tic workers, including babysitters.

Even though grandparents try to help their daughters-in-laws in private sphere, so
they could have more connection with grandchildren [Lopata, 1999], imposing of gen-
der norms and occasionally misunderstood perceptions of familial relationships could
worsen informal childcare situation: in-laws could potentially persuade daughters-in-
law to give birth to more children, putting more burden on newly employed mothers,
they also can establish their own rules of childcare to which young mothers would
prefer not to agree [Waheed et al., 2020]. In addition, changeable mother-son and
mother-in-law — daughter-in-law relationship dynamics in the household responsi-
bilities context could create a hostile environment, creating even more strained rela-
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tionships, causing women to seek babysitting from their parents or look for paid work-
ers [Fingerman, 2004].

Other alternatives for childcare: kindergartens and specialized institutions

In contemporary Kazakhstan, kindergartens have become one of the main centers
for school preparation and introduction into the social world [Needham et al., 2018].
Nurseries and kindergartens in Kazakhstan accept children aged 1 to 6 years old,
which gives more opportunities to mothers to return to work”.. However, the waiting
list for publicly funded kindergarten entrance is often endless, which creates a need
to look for alternative support [Ibid.]. Some parents end up bribing responsible actors
to pay for a place in the kindergarten or send their children to the more expensive pri-
vate ones [ibid.].

According to the National Education Database, in 2022, there were 5,101 private
kindergartens in Kazakhstan out of a total of 7,880. More than half (451,504) of all
preschool-age children (878,739) are educated in private kindergartensé.

Methodology
Data collection
We aimed at exploring mothers’, future mothers’, and babysitters’ perspectives on
babysitting. The main method of data collection was in-depth semi-structured inter-
views with different sets of questions for mothers, self-proclaimed future mothers (stat-
ing that they want to have children in the future), and practicing babysitters.
Interviews were audio recorded with the permission of participants. Their texts were
later analyzed using thematic qualitative text analysis.

Sampling

The study is targeting babysitters and Kazakh mothers who can afford babysitters;
the research sample is not representative of the general population and covers par-
ticipants from economically mobile and rapidly developing cities such as Astana and
Almaty. Contrasting the geographical location of two cities could potentially show dif-
ferences in babysitting practices and attitudes between North and South Kazakhstan.
Mothers that married and gave birth before 20 were not included in the study as Ka-
zakhstani context due to lack of education of this group and traditional structure of
the family there is higher possibility that they might have less powerful position in the
household and are less likely to be economically independent enough or professional-
ly mobile to have a bargaining power to insist on hiring a babysitter [Kabylova, 2022].
We used snowball sampling through researchers’ networks and the contacts from the
sites where mothers and babysitters try to find each other.

We intended to collect half of the interviews in Almaty and half in Astana. In norma-
tive aspects, these two cities are the trendsetters, so we assume that social norms

7 On Approval of the Concept of Development of Preschool, School, Technical, and Professional Education of the Repub-
lic of Kazakhstan for the Years 2023—2029 (2023). [Information System on Legislation Adilet [Justice]]. https://adilet.
zan.kz/rus/docs/P2300000249. (In Russ.) (accessed: 02.08.2025).

8 In Kazakhstan, the Number of Private Kindergartens Is Greater than That of State Ones. https://kazaknews.kz/
obrazovanie/v-kazahstane-chastnyh-detskih-sadov-bolshe-chem-gosudarstvennyh/ (In Russ.) (accessed: 02.08.2025).
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modernization in the country is likely to start from there. We attempted to interview
5 mothers, 25—A45 years old, 5 future mothers older than 19, and 3—5 babysitters
of any age in each city. As a result, we collected 29 interviews with 4 babysitters in
each city, 4 mothers in Almaty, 5 mothers in Astana, 5 future mothers in Almaty, and
7 future mothers in Astana (the detailed table with participants’ characteristics is in
Appendix). We aimed at mothers and future mothers with higher education or being
enrolled in higher education currently, and work/career oriented. We did not set any
quotas on marital status and number of children; as a result, one of the mothers in
the sample was divorced, and 4 of the future mothers were married. Most mothers in
the sample had 3—5 children, and two had 1 child only.

Data Analysis

Transcribed interviews were saved in separate sheets with indicators such as par-
ticipants’ numbers and interview date. Anonymity of the participants was preserved.
The interviews were transcribed in full using Trint software and then analyzed quali-
tatively (coding and analysis of all codes from all interviews, with subsequent coding
when necessary) using Atlas.ti software. The current article will attempt to explain dif-
ferences and trends discovered during analysis. Coding categories were performed
in-vivo, then codes were united into themes, main discovered themes were the issues
of trust and vulnerability of mothers, nannies and children (including unregulated char-
acter of this market, motivations and barriers for using nanny services, cultural ideas
concerning mother’s presence near a child, state childcare gaps); role of a nanny in
the family; and criteria for hiring a nanny). All these coding categories formed a basis
for empirical analysis of the interviews presented in this paper.

Results and discussion

Our study brings about contradictory results concerning normative acceptability
and attitudes towards practices of babysitting in Kazakhstan society. On the one
hand, many participants state that babysitting is widely used and in high demand on
the market (mentioned by all nannies and about half of the mothers in both regions):

It’'s very common now. Mothers who are just giving birth need help. They hire nannies who
take the child for walks and bathe them at home. Some mothers are first-time mothers...
It’s hard for them, and they need help. (Babysitter, Astana, N 3)

State kindergartens generally are available not earlier than at the age of 3, nurs-
eries are not numerous, therefore the niche for care for children from 1 to 4 years is
partly filled by routinely used private kindergartens, but, according to the interviewees,
many mothers need childcare earlier than that:

A year and a half... to sit at home... on benefits, and then what should | do... a child at
three years old is only accepted into kindergarten? You also have to live without benefits.
So they go to work. They give it to private kindergartens, [there — O.1.] they take one and
a half years olds... (Mother, Astana, N 4)
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Many parents, in addition, do not trust kindergartens since they want to avoid ex-
posing or prefer low segment nannies to even private kindergartens to avoid expos-
ing a child to infections too early:

Many parents do not trust kindergartens. There are cases when they beat children... And
many worry that the child often gets sick when he goes to kindergarten... [...] Some peo-
ple cannot afford, for example, an expensive kindergarten. At the same time, they can’t
get into the state kindergarten, so it’s easier for them to find some poorly educated girl
or, conversely, take a retired woman who will agree to look after a child for little money.
(Mother, Astana, N 1).

On the other hand, normative barriers to using these services are significant even
in those who use them intensely. These barriers include fears that nannies could
abuse children, steal property, leave the house and children unattended, that a child
will grow up as a “nanny’s child”, etc.

When parents devote little time to the child, and he mainly grows up with nannies, I think
that this is also not entirely correct. (Future Mother, Astana, N 7).

My friends have a fear that the nanny might just leave the children at home and leave, if
she didn’t like something... that she could steal, perhaps she could do something to harm
the child... (Mother, Almaty, N 2).

Still, motivations to use babysitting are even stronger than these fears and vary
from necessity (situation of divorced working mother of 4 children living far away from
relatives) to the need for temporary relaxation of a mother:

Well, probably the popular word now is burnout. There is such a thing when it seems that
strength is running out of you. So | wanted an assistant, in particular, a nanny, who could
be completely entrusted with the child... (Mother, Astana, N 1)

From a psychological point of view... Six months passed after | gave birth, and | could no
longer be at home. | wanted to do something... Of course, there was a financial reason,
too. (Mother, Astana, N 2).

Some women speak about their own negative experience with nannies as children
(being beaten, or just being in a situation of “cold care”):

To be honest, | don’t trust nannies. | had nannies as a child, and it wasn’t a very good ex-
perience... Mom had to go to work... Some students didn’t care; they didn’t look after me
and my brother. There were nannies with their children, and they brought their children to
our house and often scolded them... | believe that nannies, like teachers, need to under-
8o a psychological test. For emotional stability... the main thing for me is that my child is
safe, that he is fed. (Future mother, Aimaty, N 4),
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As a child, | was left with a nanny. The nanny beat me twice, beat me well for no reason...
of course, after that | hated the nannies... because such an incident happened to me. (Fu-
ture Mother, Astana, N 3).

Others are afraid young nannies will always be looking at the telephone instead of
playing with children:

I chose a nanny through naimi.kz, in the application... She spends very little time on the
phone herself... all this time, | never saw her talk on the phone or call anyone. When she
comes to us, she just puts the phone on charge and doesn’t touch it. | like it. (Mother, Al-
maty, N 2).

All participants refused to hire a man as a babysitter due to cultural views based
on current gender roles and expectations, according to which men are not brought up
to be able to do any care work:

[Aman]as a nanny, like a job, then probably not. I'm even afraid. (Future Mother, Astana, N 6);

In the case of Kazakhstan, it is not entirely safe... we all know what happens to children
and that you can’t always trust the male gender in the CIS countries... (Mother, Aimaty, N 2).

As aresult of the combination of factors described above, the main requirement for
the nannies (according to both mothers and babysitters) is that a worker should be
kind. Professional skills and even the health of a woman are of much less importance:

Some nannies graduated from university, but are not at all competent in some matters...
one can, of course, say that they should be given a chance, and young ones, they should
gain experience... And there are women who... due to circumstances, they did not receive
an education or received an incomplete education, but they sincerely love children. (Fu-
ture Mother, Astana, N 5).

Yes, it happened. Only recently. One parent called, the child’s mother, and asked if | had
medical cards, certificates... I'm doing it now because my other clients didn’t ask about
this, since | have little work experience. (Babysitter, Aimaty, N 4).

However, although in the more expensive segment, and hiring a permanent babysit-
ter, parents ask for proof of lack of infections, psychic ilinesses, and criminal record,
they most often do not require anything like that from a person who will care for their
child on an hourly basis:

Often, there is fluorography. And | directly asked her to go for one. | pay for laboratories
and tests myself. (Mother, Astana, N 1).

Likewise, while looking for a permanent nanny, mothers express preferences con-
cerning the age and education of a nanny (preferring a degree in education or nursing,
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the latter in the case of younger or special needs children, they also prefer Kazakh-
speaking nannies.

I needed a Kazakh woman so that my children could speak Kazakh. (Mother, Astana, N 1).

Because of the individual approach. You trust one person, your only child... for example,
my mother-in-law. She works in a kindergarten. And she doesn’t have time... in the main
kindergarten, not everyone has enough attention in terms of development. An educated
nanny can do this. (Future Mother, Astana, N 6).

When they hire a babysitter for several hours, all this is notimportant. Probably this
is because hourly services are, or seem to be, cheaper; in this case, the clients allow
themselves to have only the very basic needs. And the most important need here is
(basic) safety of a child:

While I'm cleaning, so that the child doesn’t get into the kettle of boiling water, does not
climb over the fence, go out into the street, | don’t know, does not pick up a knife and start
cutting something. Here, the safety of the child is my top priority... cleanliness, punctual-
ity, and, naturally, love for children [are important for a nanny too]. (Mother, Astana, N 1).

Accordingly, women from 25 to 50 are preferred, but very young girls from 16 years
old are not. Work as hourly babysitters quite often. They start while not yet having any
medical certificate and acquire these, as well as recommendations/work experience,
though this early activity is hourly babysitting, which later, after acquiring all this, could
be transferred into a permanent position:

It was a very long time ago when my daughter was just born. The first nanny, whom
I hired hourly,... then became a permanent one. And she worked the longest. (Mother,
Astana, N 1).

Age preferences have clear local specifics: mothers (especially younger) often pre-
fer nannies who are not older than themselves, since if this is not so, there is a dan-
ger that a nanny “to whom | pay” might start behaving “like my mother-in-law”, dictat-
ing a mother what to do, while the market situation expectations are that the hierarchy
will be the opposite:

I would prefer from 30 to 45... So that we have a clear age limit... Well, perhaps this is
a myth, but many adult women can violate boundaries... (Mother, Aimaty, N 2).

In the context of the “care loop” concept, this can mean decentralization of the
power hierarchy about child care issues, in cases where relatives help, and addition-
al motivation to use the services of hired workers, where the mother has a more defi-
nite priority right to make decisions.

Still, if a babysitter is professional, an age of 45—60 years is also very welcome:
“they have experience and still have energy”:
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I've been divorced for four years. My children have grown up: my daughter is 19, my son is
12... It's good to work with children in the sense that they have a pure soul... [l advise how
to] put to the potty and how to wean from the breast... (Babysitter, Astana, N 3)

Very often, parents want a nanny who has her own children, but who are not already
young and do not require care, since the clients believe that this means they have ex-
perience in childcare:

| rejected if there are small children... a child can get sick at any moment... so that ei-
ther there are completely grown-up children, or there are no children. (Mother Astana, 1).

On the whole, the market of babysitting is underdeveloped, since the majority find
and offer services through sites such as youdo, olx®, or even Kaspi°. All these pro-
vide no guarantee of the quality of service. Both nannies and clients can find them-
selves in a situation where they are either required to do something other than what
they promised, or do not receive nanny service at all when needed and agreed. How-
ever, this arrangement without guarantees is considered to be cheaper, since, as was
mentioned many times in all interviews where this topic was discussed, the existing
agencies are often also not official and do not provide reliable guarantees of quality
of services, but still take their fees. But this is also associated with numerous risks
for both sides: nannies prefer not to take any offers from men, being afraid of sexual
abuse in strangers’ homes:

I first look at their photo and immediately ask for the address. How old is the child? | found
out that it’s my parents writing to me, or that it’s some kind of scammer. (Babysitter, Al-
maty, N 4).

Nannies might not be fully paid, and might be required to do work they did not agree
to. We were told about one situation when a baby was left with a nanny for a month
while the mother disappeared; parents’ risk that their children might get infected by
a stranger babysitter, or not be properly cared for. Accordingly, many participants ex-
pressed a need for more regulation in this market, but they would prefer something
like a trade union, self-organizations of the nannies, and not the agencies. To a big
part, this is because clients are not willing to pay too much since they are not rich.

Only women with extensive relatives’ networks, younger, poorer, and having fewer
children, can afford to use relatives’ help in babysitting.

[With my first children] | was young and my salary was small. | wouldn’t be able to hire
a hanny, and my relatives helped. (Mother, Astana, N 4).

In our sample, there were just a few women like that. In all other cases, for various
reasons, the tendency was that first children are cared for by grandmothers (mother

® https://youdo.com/ and https://www.olx.kz/ are online services where you can find workers of any kind, and people
there advertise themselves.

10 https://obyavleniya.kaspi.kz/ —a bank online service with the same purpose.
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or mother-in-law), sisters or other relatives, as helping hand to a mother, but younger
children of older mothers required nannies support almost irrespectively of a mother
income or lifestyle — because they were already older, tired, working, or because they
needed to pay attention to their older children. Of course, if they were still poor in this
situation, they would not be able to use a nanny service; but we were told in several
interviews that since now they are “richer”, it would be inappropriate or even shame-
ful to ask relatives for help when they can afford hiring a nanny.

Conclusion and Broader Impacts

On the whole, our research shows that the norms concerning babysitting in two main
cities of Kazakhstan now presuppose acceptance of this service, though barriers are
still huge for many mothers and especially potential mothers. However, a combina-
tion of persistent high fertility and modernization in Kazakhstan makes the nannies’
services highly demanded, and the market is growing. Our research provides qualita-
tive evidence on the specifics of this market functioning in two main cities of Kazakh-
stan. In Almaty, the situation is more diverse and multinational; at the same time, in
the South of the country, both fertility is higher than in the North, and gender ideals
are more traditional. In Astana, the majority of both nannies and their clients, includ-
ing potential clients, are ethnically Kazakh; in Almaty, we found the demand among
the ethnically Kazakh women, and nannies and babysitters are of various ethnici-
ties. It might be since fertility is higher among Kazakhs, and some of the large fam-
ilies are quite well-off, while the need and desire to work as a nanny is more repre-
sentative of the general population of Almaty, which is very multinational. In Astana,
the population is more ethnically homogenous, and there are many jobs occupied by
women in civil service (city specifics), and in medicine and education, as everywhere.
These jobs are characterized by an average level of salary and the necessity to return
to work relatively early after birth. These conditions create demand for the affordable
segment of the babysitting market or of budget-friendly nanny services, which fill the
gap in state childcare policies.

In both cities, the more children there are in the family, the higher the need for in-
come generation and the share of this generated by a woman, the higher the proba-
bility that the family will use the services of a nanny. Kazakhstan seems to largely rely
on market solutions in the domain of childcare, since childcare leave is paid only un-
til a child reaches one year of age, and state kindergartens are scarce, and if availa-
ble, most often from the age of 2 or even 3 years. A gap between paid childcare leave
end and usual kindergarten start creates a solid market niche; at later ages, nannies
are often required to accompany children to and from school, and to and from various
study groups, and to sit with them when they are sick. Much less often, and by richer
citizens, babysitters are required to allow non-working mothers to relax, to have some
time of one’s own, but this is not the main segment.

Cultural norms that a woman should be able to manage everything herself are
blurring, partly because now fewer young families live with the older generation, thus
both having less help from and less obligation towards them. In such a situation, nor-
mative pressure is less direct as well. In addition, migration to the larger cities often
makes help from extended family less feasible. Barriers associated with fears are
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still strong but might be relevant mainly until the 3" child is born in the family, or un-
til a divorce or other situation which might force a mother to go to work when a child
is still very young.

We found that our main conceptual framework of care loop [Sekerakova Blrikova,
2019] is very relevant in the Kazakhstani context, since women strongly prefer moth-
er-like care and not a nanny as a “third parent”, as is specific for more Western mod-
els [MacDonald, 2011; Cox, 2011]. Here, nannies and babysitters form a continuum
with kin members who also help in childcare, but are not always available to every
mother. Boundaries between the mother’s care of a mother, sometimes delegated to
kin, and at other times to the hired babysitters, are blurred. Permanent nannies might
grow from such occasional babysitters, and the majority of mothers prefer to consid-
er themselves the main responsible person in the area of childcare, even if the dele-
gation of mothering in their situation is intense.

The babysitting market needs regulation to make it less risky for both sides; howev-
er, both sides are afraid that regulation might make services unaffordable to the ma-
jority of clients. This constitutes another case of the vulnerability studies in delegat-
ed childcare [Goodall, Cook and Breitkreuz, 2020].

The presented study poses a significant field for further research that could reflect
complex dynamics in the area of motherhood, gender roles, and employment managed
by Kazakhstani mothers with the help of delegation of mothering. The need to obtain
economic independence in a highly competitive economy, older parents’ dependency
on adult daughters-in-law’s housework, growing number of cases when free informal
childcare from relatives is not available, and motivation to have a career constitutes
a problematic situation in which women become motivated to hire a babysitter and
start to have means for that due to their activity on labor market. In a broader sense,
increasing demand for babysitters could reflect changing ways of compromising Ka-
zakh gender roles, showing women’s increasing agency in adapting and changing as-
signed social functions as a mother, daughter, and employee.

The research also presents the importance of an often-overlooked narrative ap-
proach, which gives voice to economically active women from diverse backgrounds:
single mothers, divorced wives, mothers with more than two children, and female
workers to whom they can delegate part of their domestic duties as well. Showing ex-
periences and lifestyles of mothers could potentially present valuable data to official
institutions and policy makers, as diversity in the mothering experiences indicates
the importance of a careful and more comprehensive approach towards motherhood
support from the state.

This is qualitative research, and its results cannot be generalized to a larger pop-
ulation of Kazakhstani or even the population of Almaty and Astana. This research
was done to generate insights into the area of attitudinal change in the area of dele-
gation of mothering in a society going through changes in family life, a society where
gender roles of women now include both work responsibilities and still expectations
of relatively high fertility. Further, maybe quantitative research in both cities or maybe
in a country on the whole, is needed to get representative data on the issues of atti-
tudes and practices in using nanny service and delegated mothering on the whole in
the context of gaps in childcare policy and new expectations from women.
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