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Focus groups detail 
 

FOCUS GROUP No.1 

HOSTED ON 28.04.2022 

FORMAT Face-to-Face  

FACILITATOR 
Krasimira Petkova, psychologist at “Gen. Ivan Bachvarov” Professional 
Mechanoelectrical High School in Sevlievo, Bulgaria  

OBSERVER(S) 
Vilislava Metodieva, project manager at WalkTogether 
Denitsa Galabova, project manager at WalkTogether  

ACTUAL DURATION 40 min. 

NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS 15 
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PARTICIPANTS AVERAGE 
AGE 

18  

PARTICIPANTS PROFILE High-school students 

MINUTES 

The focus group was conducted at “Gen. Ivan Bachvarov” Professional 
Mechanoelectrical High School in Sevlievo, Bulgaria on April 28, 2022, 
scheduled within a class of 40 min. duration.  
Krasimira Petkova, psychologist at the high school, was selected as a 
moderator of the focus group, due to her prior knowledge and closeness 
to the students. Observers and responsible for recording the participants’ 
answers were Vilislava Metodieva and Denitsa Galabova, project 
managers at Association WalkTogether. 
Ms Petkova translated the questions in advance into the students’ native 
language and explained them in a proper way, so that they would not hold 
back and give heartfelt answers.  
The WalkTogether team introduced themselves and gave a context on the 
project and how the focud group will be conducted, making sure that 
every participant feels as much relaxed as possible. The students were 
invited to introduce themselves as well. 
 
The questions were asked in the specific order. Each participant was 
invited to give his/her opinion on the particular question, following the 
seated positioning of the students in the classroom. After the mutual 
response to each question, the answers were written down in a Word file 
on a laptop by the observers, analysed and summarized.   

COMMENTS / 
OBSERVATIONS 

Students showed great interest and prior knowledge to the topic. They 
were willing to participate and respond to all questions. Students had an 
active and open-mined approach. 

 
 

FOCUS GROUP No.2 

HOSTED ON 03.05.2022 

FORMAT Face-to-Face 

FACILITATOR 
Lazar Atmadzhov, teacher at “Gotse Delchev” Transport Specialized High 
School in Plovdiv, Bulgaria 

OBSERVER(S) 
Vilislava Metodieva, project manager at WalkTogether 
Denitsa Galabova, project manager at WalkTogether  

ACTUAL DURATION 40 min. 

NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS 15 

PARTICIPANTS AVERAGE 
AGE 

16 

PARTICIPANTS PROFILE High-school students  
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MINUTES 

The focus group was conducted at “Gotse Delchev” Transport Specialized 
High School in Plovdiv, Bulgaria on May 3, 2022, scheduled within a class 
of 40 min. duration.  
Lazar Atmadzhov, teacher at the high school, was selected as a moderator 
of the focus group, due to his prior knowledge and closeness to the 
students. Observers and responsible for recording the participants’ 
answers were Vilislava Metodieva and Denitsa Galabova, project 
managers at Association WalkTogether. 
Mr Atmadzhov translated the questions in advance into the students’ 
native language and explained them in a proper way, so that they would 
not hold back and give heartfelt answers.  
The WalkTogether team introduced themselves and gave a context on the 
project and how the focud group will be conducted, making sure that 
every participant feels as much relaxed as possible. The students were 
invited to introduce themselves as well. 
 
The questions were asked in the specific order. Each participant was 
invited to give his/her opinion on the particular question, following the 
seated positioning of the students in the classroom. After the mutual 
response to each question, the answers were written down in a Word file 
on a laptop by the observers, analysed and summarized.  

COMMENTS / 
OBSERVATIONS 

Students had some prior knowledge to the topic, but were not as 
interested as in the case of Focus Group No. 1. They were willing to 
answer the questions, but with the guidance of the moderator.   

 

    Pictures and/or screenshots 
 

- FOCUS GROUP NO. 1 
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- FOCUS GROUP NO. 2 
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Discussion outcomes 
 

KNOWLEDGE - MENTAL HEALTH LITERACY 

QUESTION 1. In your opinion, what is Mental Health and wellness?  

a. What do you think a Mental Illness is?  

b. Which mental health disorders or illnesses do you know? 

Summary of feedback: Young people described mental health and wellness, mainly, as being emotionally 

stable and well balanced, having life purpose and satisfaction. They pointed out the importance, in their 

view, of having an adequate and reasonable thinking in all circumstances, so that one could be resilient 

enough to face life’s difficulties without breaking down. People with good mental health are able to be 

responsible for their actions and behavior. According to young people, being mentally healthy means not 

overthinking and being in harmony with oneself.  Mental illness, as described by young people surveyed, is 

a genetic or a lifestyle related illness, which brings forth emotional instability and inability to act and think 

in a reasonable way. The individual is in danger, due to his/her dysfunctionality. Young people as well 

described mental illness as: feeling severe despair and concern without an acute reason; feeling confused 

and thinking that life loses its meaning; an emotional disbalance as a result of a life event; behavioral or 

mental conditions that cause suffering; having a shifting reality etc. When listing different mental health 

disorders young people shared a variety of illnesses such as neurosis, affective disorders, depression, OCD, 

panic disorder, PTSD, mental retardation, anorexia, schizophrenic disorders, personality disorders, autism, 

down syndrome, Alzheimer's, anxiety, nervousness, epilepsy, anemia, loss of conscientiousness, dementia, 

social anxiety, melancholy, brain damage etc. 

Main conclusions: Young people are overall well aware of the depth of different emotional and 

psychological conditions and have a good understanding of what having a mental problem is. However, 

when it comes to the knowledge of what mental illness is, some young people mistake neurological 

conditions/illnesses such as brain damage, dementia, loss of conscientiousness, epilepsy, Alzheimer's, 

autism, down syndrome etc. for mental health problems. 

 

QUESTION 2. For you, what does it mean to be mentally healthy or have good mental health? 

Summary of feedback: Young people described being mentally healthy as feeling content with oneself and 

being in control of one’s emotions, being goal-oriented, having resilience to cope with life’s stressors, not 

overthinking, not feeling under pressure or self-isolating. Some young people relate good mental health to 

having awareness of the purpose of one’s existence. Others prominent answers are: being able to think, to 
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perceive information and communicate in an adequate way; being able to enjoy life and let oneself self-

inflicting guilt; leading a healthy lifestyle; not having negative feelings like anxiety and sorrow; having stable 

psychics; feeling fulfilled and having a fully functioning personality, having sound reasoning; being able to 

fight the aggression within oneself; being able to enjoy the little things in life. 

Main conclusions: The responses can be grouped, mainly, in two categories: some young people view 

mental health as being emotionally and psychologically sound, responsible, stable etc., whereas other 

young people put the emphasis on the ability to enjoy life and feel content with oneself. Overall, young 

people do not have an explicit knowledge of what good mental health is, but still have a highly satisfactory 

understanding of what being mentally healthy looks like. 

 

QUESTION 3. In your opinion, what factors might cause mental health problems? 

Summary of feedback: Young people list some family related factors such as problematic family or social 

environment, financial problems or violence within the family, childhood trauma, genetic factors etc. 

Another group of factors is related to the body image: low self-esteem related to physical appearance, 

experiencing body dysmorphia etc. Some young people believe that bullying in school and other school 

related issues could also cause mental health problems. Young people think that social media and some 

news on TV or on the internet that inform about current issues in our society such as wars, inflation, 

increase of gas and food prices are potential causes for mental health problems as well. Other dangerous 

factors, according to young people, are drugs and alcohol. Other shared opinions included potential causes 

such as going through overwhelming life events, having a traumatic experience, work (for those who are 

working among the interviewed), social isolation, communication issues, toxic relationships, feeling like 

anger, jealousy, the overall lifestyle and life dissatisfaction. 

Main conclusions: Young people listed a broad spectrum of different factors and causes for mental health 

problems that stem from various backgrounds. They have a clear knowledge of potential threats and 

dangers to the mental health. 

 

QUESTION 4. What do you think are the most important mental health issues faced by youth nowadays? 

Summary of feedback: Young people identified issues such as depression, social isolation, stress, poverty, 

personal insecurities, use of drugs, suffering the loss of a loved one, work related problems, communication 

issues, society’s opinion on their personality and physical appearance. They pointed out that, when facing 

those issues, young people deal with social stigma and rejection of the problem from the parents and, 

consequently, feel the guilt of admitting their problems.   

Main conclusions: Young people identified various mental health issues, but as an issue itself they pointed 

out the lack of support from their parents and society as a whole, which worsens the problems that they 

are dealing with.  
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ATTITUDES – SOCIAL STIGMA:  

QUESTION 5. Have you ever encountered a peer or another individual who had mental health problems or 

psychological distress? 

a. How did you realize they were in distress and what did you do? 

b. In your opinion, is it treatable? If yes, why yes? If not, why not? 

Summary of feedback: The majority of young people interviewed claim to have encountered a person with 

mental health problems. They report to have realized that the individual was in distress by detecting his/her 

behavior and emotional condition. They say they could tell that the person has mental health problems by 

his/her gestures, mimics, verbal expression, self-talk, hysterical attitude etc. Some of the young people 

showed compassion and intervened by listening to the person’s problem, giving own examples of being in 

hurtful situations etc. However, most young people stress that even if one tries to help, the person with a 

mental health problem should be willing to help himself/herself in the first place. Some young people 

believe that mental health issues are treatable with the appropriate medications and therapies, adjustable 

for the specific problem. Other young people are on the opinion that the possibility for treatment depends 

on the stage of the disorder. There are some young people who believe that mental health problems are 

not or rarely treatable, especially if the problems are of genetic origin.  

Main conclusions: Almost all of the young people surveyed have encountered first-hand a person with 

mental health problems. By their answers, it can be concluded that they are good at detecting certain 

symptoms and are able to tell if a person has a mental health problem. Their reactions, when seeing the 

particular affected person show compassion, but uncertainty of how to act in that situation as well. There 

are mixed and varying responses on the question of whether mental health problems are treatable or not.   

 

QUESTION 6. When you think of a person with mental health problems,  

a. what characteristics or traits do you attribute to him/her? 

b. In your opinion, should they speak out loud about their problems? 

c. In what ways can stigma be reduced?  

Summary of feedback: Young people describe people with mental health problems as individuals with 

dissatisfactory social adaption, who lack social contacts; they have strange behavior and motives for their 

actions and are usually quiet, introverted, shy, exhausted, desperate, lack concentration, living in their own 

fantasy world. They usually have insomnia and do not eat properly. Other young people give an opposite 

explanation, describing people with mental health problems as disrespectful, aggressive and having 

communication issues. Young people admit that it is challenging to talk about mental health problems, but 

most of them are on the opinion that one should speak up, in order to be able to receive a piece of advice 

and understand the problem better through speaking. Mental health stigma could be reduced, according 

to young people, through incorporating mental health classes, starting at the early stages of the educational 
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system, through educating the proper positive attitudes about mental health problems in the family. Young 

people believe that society should start normalizing the fact that some people are different, but they still 

can be successful and deserve to be given a chance, integrating people with mental health problems into 

society. People should learn to be understanding and tolerant, in order to solve the problem of shame.  

Main conclusions: Young people have varying opinions, when it comes to attributing traits and 

characteristics to people, who have mental health problems. Most of the young people surveyed are on 

the opinion that the affected individuals should speak up about their problems. Young people believe that 

the educational system, the family environment and personal attitude towards mental health problems 

play a crucial role in reducing the stigma.  

 

SKILLS – DEALING WITH MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS. 

QUESTION 7. Do you see mental illness as a stressor for youth today?  YES or NO 

a. If yes, do you think stigma influences a young individual’s willingness to seek help? 

Summary of feedback: Almost all of the young people surveyed gave a positive response, claiming that 

mental illnesses are a stressor for youth today. They do believe as well that social stigma, surrounding 

mental health problems, further holds back young people from seeking help. Society’s general lack of 

awareness and inappropriate reactions worsen young people’s mental health conditions. Opinions were 

expressed that especially in Bulgaria (or on the Balkan peninsula), when you reach out for help, people 

perceive you as weak.  

Main conclusions: Almost all young people believe that mental illnesses are a stressor for youth today and 

the social stigma regarding mental health problems in Bulgaria worsens young people’ willingness to seek 

help. 

 

QUESTION 8. Do you believe Covid-19 has impacted your Mental Health? YES or NO 

a. If yes, in what way? 

Summary of feedback: As many positive responses there were, the same amount of negative answers were 

observed. Those young people, who report to have been negatively affected, shared that the Covid-19 

pandemic made them starting to feel the world more empty and generated stress, fear, nervousness, 

discomfort within them. They lost willingness to use their social skills, because everything was happening 

“at home in front of a screen”, making every normal thing a forbidden, scary and dangerous act for the 

health. Young people complain about not being able to go for a walk, which impacted them in a negative 

way. The constant media exaggeration on the topic and the way it influenced adults (their parents) 

impacted them negatively as well.  

Main conclusions: Young people, who claim that have been negatively impacted by the pandemic, are as 

many as those, who claim to not have been psychologically impacted. Those affected complain from the 
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lack of actual communication, having to replace their time for socializing with more ‘screen time’. They 

report to have felt stress, fear, nervousness, discomfort etc. 

 

QUESTION 9. What stressors undermine your mental wellness?  

a. What strengthens or supports your mental health and resilience? 

Summary of feedback: Young people mention stressors such as lack of satisfactory social environment, 

childhood and family related problems, low self-confidence, financial problems in the family, losses within 

the family, bullying in school, the though of leaving school, military conflicts (the ongoing war in Ukraine), 

being criticized by close people, instead of receiving support (lack of support system), poverty, multitasking, 

fast-paced everyday life, romantic breakups (love life), being insulted or lied to, encountering aggressive 

people, experiencing fears etc. Positive factors/activities that young people identify as strengthening or 

supporting their mental health and resilience are walks, artistic self-expression, socializing, feeling free and 

independent, listening to music, drawing, spending time in nature, family and friends, romantic partner, 

school, enhancing one’s knowledge, harmony in relationships,  spending time with a pet, traveling, avoiding 

things that evoke negative feelings etc. 

Main conclusions: Young people show significant skills in identifying stressor that undermine their mental 

health. They are very well aware of actual or potential threats to their mental well-being. They are aware 

as well of positive activities/factors that have a beneficial effect on their mental health. They know what to 

resort to, when needed, in order to strengthen or support their mental health and resilience. 

 

QUESTION 10. When you become overwhelmed or the circumstances are too much for you to handle on 

your own, what kind of support, coping mechanisms or resources do you use to face it? 

Summary of feedback: Young people described a variety of coping mechanisms. The responses included 

waiting for the emotional intensity to pass, having conversations with more experienced people, receiving 

emotional support from close people (mother, romantic partner, inspiring teachers), doing physical activity 

(sports), resting, listening to music, watching series, having alone time, seeking help from oneself, thinking 

about the problem in detail and resolving it etc. 

Main conclusions: Young people have well developed skills in dealing with potential mental breakdowns. 

They resort to many helpful coping mechanisms and behaviours, when they are feeling overwhelmed.   

 

OTHER RELEVANT INFORMATION. 

QUESTION 11. Is there something else that we did not mention and you would like to discuss? 

Summary of feedback: Only two young people expressed the need to add some of their opinions to the 

discussion. One of the opinions was that adults should not overlook young people’s problems. An adult’s 
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problem is as big as that of a 4th grade child that is bullied in school or that of a teenager, who has broken 

up with his/her boyfriend/girlfriend. The second opinion was that stress at any age should be taken 

seriously. If young people were taken more seriously, their stress levels would go down. 

Main conclusions: Young people expressed the need for their problems, and mental health problems in 

particular, to not be overlooked by adults and to be taken more seriously instead.  
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Attachments 
- FOCUS GROUP NO.2 
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- FOCUS GROUP NO.1 
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