
Dufhues, Thomas et al.

Article  —  Published Version

Migrant agency in an institutional context: The Akmola–
Astana migration system

Europe-Asia Studies

Provided in Cooperation with:
Leibniz Institute of Agricultural Development in Transition Economies (IAMO), Halle (Saale)

Suggested Citation: Dufhues, Thomas et al. (2024) : Migrant agency in an institutional context: The
Akmola–Astana migration system, Europe-Asia Studies, ISSN 1465-3427, Taylor & Francis, London,
Vol. 76, Iss. 3, pp. 433-460,
https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2022.2134305 ,
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09668136.2022.2134305

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/289496

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

  http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09668136.2022.2134305%0A
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09668136.2022.2134305%0A
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/289496
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/


Migrant Agency in an Institutional Context:
The Akmola–Astana Migration System

THOMAS DUFHUES, GERTRUD BUCHENRIEDER,
DAVID RUNSCHKE, SUSANNE SCHMEIDL,

THOMAS HERZFELD & GALIYA SAGYNDYKOVA

Abstract

This article addresses one of the key challenges facing transitional and emerging economies: managing rural–
urban migration to tackle rural decline and the associated rapid urbanisation. We introduce New
Institutionalism as a novel conceptual framework to analyse the interactions between the institutional
environment and migrant agency in a rural–urban system: the Akmola–Astana migration system in
northern Kazakhstan. Our results suggest that the government might be more successful if it engages
migrant agency and incentivises remaining in rural areas instead of designing policies to discourage rural–
urban migration.

THE 2020 WORLD MIGRATION REPORT CONFIRMED THE Global trend for more
internal than international migrants: 763 million internal migrants compared to 272
million international migrants (IOM 2019, p. 19). Despite the prevalence of internal
migration, the migration literature has disproportionately focused on the dynamics of
international migration, with ‘migration’ often discussed synonymously with
‘international migration’ (King & Skeldon 2010, p. 1620). International and internal
migration processes are interrelated and caused by similar social, economic and
political transformations. Moreover, internal migration often occurs before
international migration. Thus, there have been calls to refocus attention on the study
of internal migration (Ellis 2012, pp. 196, 197). This article aims to do just that by
introducing and applying a new conceptual framework based on New Institutionalism
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and drawing on empirical data from the Akmola–Astana migration system in northern
Kazakhstan.1

Our focus on rural–urban migration is timely, given the rapid urbanisation that is
currently taking place in many transitional and emerging economies, especially in post-
Soviet states.2 While urbanisation is frequently credited with accelerating economic
development and societal well-being, underlying rural–urban migration processes also
entail societal costs. On the one hand, rural out-migration has been linked to the loss of
young human capital, known as ‘brain drain’, and an associated demographic shift to the
ageing of the rural population. On the other hand, urban migration can put a strain on
affordable housing and the provision of public goods (Massey et al. 1998, p. 48). This
has prompted some governments to design regulatory policies to manage rural–urban
migration (Beauchemin & Schoumaker 2005, p. 1129). These policies usually focus on
either enabling or constraining migrant agency by providing incentives for potential
migrants to remain in rural areas or by deterring them from moving to cities (de Haas
2011, p. 6). Since its independence in 1991, Kazakhstan’s government, for instance, has
been experimenting with various policy interventions to regulate internal migration flows,
initially encouraging migration into Astana, its new capital, founded in 1997, and later
trying to halt it. Astana experienced a period of rapid urbanisation, more than tripling its
population from around 300,000 inhabitants in the 1980s and most of the 1990s to one
million in 2018. The highest share of incoming migrants to Astana originated from the
surrounding Akmola province (StatKaz 2019).

It is now well accepted that structure/institutions and agency both shape migration
processes and that neither has superior explanatory power vis-à-vis these processes.3 In
fact, focusing on the individual agency to migrate without considering the institutional
environment that aims to shape migration, and vice versa, runs the risk of missing the
complexity of migratory processes (Castles & Miller 2013, pp. 28, 30). Simultaneously
considering the interrelated forces of institutions and agency provides for a much more
nuanced understanding of how migration processes might be influenced and shaped
(Lacroix 2014, p. 671). Still, studies on rural–urban migration do not often explicitly
consider institutions and agency simultaneously in their analyses and the interaction
between them (Bakewell 2014, pp. 306, 309). Yet, there is a need to understand the
complex interactions between individual (migrant) agency and the political, economic
and social environment that facilitate or constrain agency in order to understand how
policy measures affect migration processes. To fill this gap, we apply New

1In this article, we use the term ‘migration system’ in a purely descriptive rather than conceptual way. We
define a migration system as two or more locations that exchange people, goods, services and information with
each other.

2See for example, Bissenova (2017, pp. 642–45).
3We define structure/institutions as ‘systems of established and prevalent social rules that structure social

interactions’ (Hodgson 2006, p. 2). ‘Agency’ refers to the ability of social actors to make independent choices
framed by a more or less fixed institutional environment (March & Olsen 1984, p. 738; Emirbayer & Mische
1998, p. 970). As the focus of our research is on regulatory policies, we follow the practice of institutionalist
literature that uses the terms ‘structure’ and ‘institutions’ interchangeably. Although some scholars disagree
with the synonymous use of ‘structure’ and ‘institutions’, the debate is not relevant in the empirical context of
this article. Nevertheless, we have opted to exclusively use the term ‘institutions’ for ease of reading.
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Institutionalism to better understand migration processes, as it provides an opportunity to
examine migrants as social agents who manoeuvre their way through complex institutional
incentives and constraints while exerting, at the same time, pressure on institutions to
change. While New Institutionalism has been widely used, it has not, however, been
applied to the analysis of migration processes. Although there are migration research
frameworks that incorporate institution and agency interaction, such as translocality
(Greiner & Sakdapolrak 2013, p. 375) or migration systems (Bakewell 2014, p. 306),
New Institutionalism is, in our case, an ideal conceptual framework as the core of the
theory focuses on a changing institutional environment. Valid reasoning about people’s
agency in a migration system should include the investigation of both ends—the sending
and receiving locations of the migration system and the linkages between them (Castles
& Miller 2013, p. 27). This is even more true given that the livelihoods of most
migrants and migrant households are translocal (Thieme 2008b, p. 67).4 Our central
research question is, therefore, how does the institutional environment affect people’s
agency in the sending and receiving areas of the Akmola–Astana migration system and
vice versa?

In the next sections, we first outline the merits of New Institutionalism as a conceptual
framework and demonstrate how it helps to understand the interaction between
institutions and agency in migration processes. Second, we describe the evolution and
transformation of Kazakhstani migration institutions, unpack individual migration
decision-making processes and look at how the agency of (potential) migrants has been
framed by existing state interventions. We will show, for instance, that in reaction to the
Kazakhstani government artificially raising urban housing costs through interventions in
the Astana housing market, migrants responded through collective agency by taking
advantage of their family networks. Urban relatives provided accommodation and rural
relatives financially supported their migrant family with so-called reverse remittances.
This and other results suggest that instead of constraining migrants’ agency, promoting
institutions that expand the agency of the rural population to stay is more effective in
moderating rural–urban migration.

The merits of new institutionalism in framing migration processes

Although we can look back at decades of research on international and internal migration,
no comprehensive theory is available to explain migration processes such as deciding to
migrate or not. A number of renowned scholars, such as Portes (1997, p. 811) and
Castles (2010, p. 1582), even argue against the idea of an all-embracing theory for
migration studies. They suggest that migration research should use middle-range theories
that can integrate the insights of various social sciences in order to improve the
understanding of migration. De Haas (2010b, p. 241) acknowledges that these appeals
correspond with a general paradigm shift in contemporary social theory away from
grand theories and towards hybrid approaches that can integrate a range of disciplines,

4Translocality ‘describes phenomena involving mobility, migration, circulation and spatial
interconnectedness not necessarily limited to national boundaries’ (Greiner & Sakdapolrak 2013, p. 373).
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paradigms and theories that are both flexible and disciplinarily neutral (King & Skeldon
2010, p. 1634).

A conceptual framework based on New Institutionalism makes it possible to merge
general sociological and economic assumptions about institutions and agency with actual
policies. New Institutionalism is at the junction of political science, sociology, history and
economics and, as pointed out by March and Olsen, its ‘spirit is to supplement rather than
to reject alternative approaches’ (March & Olsen 2006, p. 16). As such, New
Institutionalism has great power to provide an integrative framework for complex
research designs (Goodin & Klingemann 1996, p. 25).

New Institutionalism is able to theoretically embrace institutional genesis, reproduction
and change, and it links individual agency at different societal levels (Thelen 2004, p. 31). At
the macro-level, New Institutionalism can explain global and national processes of social,
economic, political and cultural change while linking them to agency within an
institutional environment. The institutional meso-level is attached to networks,
communities and localities that are relevant for social interaction and link the macro- and
micro-levels with each other (de Haas 2010a, p. 1591).

There are three well-established schools of New Institutionalism: historical
institutionalism, sociological institutionalism and rational choice institutionalism (Olsson
2016, pp. 1, 22). Although the schools differ somewhat in their understanding of the
mechanisms of institutional change, they are united in their theoretical core (Peters 2012,
p. 184). Thus, in line with scholars as diverse as Jakimow (2013, p. 494), Lowndes and
Roberts (2013, pp. 40–1), Koning (2016, p. 639), and March and Olsen (2006, p. 16), we
combine elements from all three schools into one conceptual framework.

Figure 1 depicts our conceptual framework of New Institutionalism in the context of a
migration system. Comprehensive consideration of all three schools extends our
understanding of the ways in which institutions at different societal levels affect
individual agency; in our case, the study of rural–urban migration decisions (Campbell
2004, p. xiv; Jakimow 2013, p. 499). Historical institutionalism not only considers time

FIGURE 1. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR MIGRATION SYSTEMS BASED ON NEW
INSTITUTIONALISM

Source: Authors.
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but also path dependencies in migration systems, or positive and negative feedback loops, to
better understand institutional change or stasis across time. Sociological institutionalism
delivers an understanding of how a migration system interacts with societal norms, beliefs
and ideas; how ordinary or elite actors within a particular institution foster or inhibit
institutional change, on the one hand, and how institutions influence agency, on the other.
Rational choice institutionalism allows us to understand the reasoning behind decisions
related to migration processes; for example, subjective cost–benefit considerations, the
effects of possession and the use of power.

As mentioned before, we follow an institutionalist view of agency where the institutional
environment (both in sending and receiving areas) frames the ability of actors to make
choices (Lowndes & Roberts 2013, pp. 16, 52). Agency possesses an iterative (based on
past patterns of thought or action), a projective (based on perceived possible future
trajectories of action) and an evaluative element (based on the practical and normative
assessment of alternative actions) (Emirbayer & Mische 1998, p. 971). This implies that
exercising agency involves evaluating a given situation, prior experiences and possible
solutions, responding to uncertainties or challenges, inventing new possibilities, and
mediating between and contextualising possible consequences. This institutionalist view
of agency is classified by Lowndes and Roberts (2013, p. 106). We will use this
systematisation of agency in our analysis of migrant decision-making in the Akmola–
Astana migration system and use four different classifications of agency: cumulative
agency, when the actions of many independent actors have an effect on an institution;
collective agency, when actors work together under the same institutional environment;
combative agency, when actors oppose other actors and their institutions; and
constrained agency, when actors are always constrained to some extent. Although any
one of these agency types may dominate in certain situations, they often
exist simultaneously, demonstrating the diversity and overlapping agency of people (Coe
& Jordhus-Lier 2011, p. 217).

Methodology

Our research uses an approach that mixes qualitative and quantitative data, collected between
2016 and 2017 in the Akmola province of Kazakhstan. This article draws on the 68 qualitative
semi-structured interviews with potential and actual migrants, and policymakers. The
interviews were conducted by a lead researcher, who was assisted by domestic research
assistants. Interviews were held either in Russian or Kazakh and took usually
30–40 minutes.5 We conducted interviews with 23 government officials at different
administrative levels and four migration experts and political scientists, who were
purposely selected. Moreover, we interviewed 27 potential rural migrants in several villages
in the Akmola province and 14 rural–urban migrants in Astana in order to understand the
regulatory/policy environment as well as the agency of (potential) migrants.6 Interview

5Though the lead researcher understands Russian, a Kazakh-speaking research assistant was present to
assist with the interviews held in Kazakh.

6To ensure the interview participants were at ease, interviews were not recorded. Instead, notes were taken.
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participants were identified using a mix of random route sampling7 and snowball sampling.
The random route sampling was used to seek out people with different life experiences,
perspectives and characteristics. In remote villages, interview participants were also asked
for their assistance in finding additional interview partners, that is, individuals with
migration experiences or with a migrant family member. A list of all interviews referenced
in this article can be found in Table A3 in the Appendix.

This article also draws on data from a quantitative survey of 400 rural households (potential
migrants). The qualitative research further served as the basis for the design of the household
survey. The quantitative survey of rural households followed a three-stage clustered random
sampling procedure (districts, villages, households). In each village, ten households were
randomly identified via random route sampling, as household lists were not made available.
Within the households, the person between the ages of 16 and 50 who had most recently
celebrated a birthday was interviewed. On average, interviews took 80 minutes and were
conducted in Russian or Kazakh depending on the preference of the respondent. In these
interviews, relevant data on all adults, and on the general socio-economic situation of the
household, were collected. Survey questions aimed at understanding the institution–agency
interaction of rural dwellers who intend to stay put or to migrate.

The Akmola–Astana migration system

During Soviet times, notable parts of the populationmoved to and fromKazakhstan. After the
collapse of the Soviet Union, many migrants, most notably ethnic Germans and Russians,
returned to their place of origin or titular states. In 1990, the population of Kazakhstan was
estimated to be 16.3 million. Emigration related to the dissolution fall of the Soviet Union
caused this number to drop to 14.9 million in 2003. To counter the losses, in the late 1990s
the Kazakhstani government initiated a return programme, the Oralman Programme, to
encourage the return of ethnic Kazakhs living, for example, in Mongolia, Uzbekistan or
China. In the years that followed, the Kazakhstani economy became stronger, leading to
significantly less out-migration and a slightly higher return of ethnic Kazakhs to their home
state. This resulted in a positive migration balance that has been ongoing since 2004.
Combined with a high birth rate amongst ethnic Kazakhs, the total population grew to 16.3
million in 2010 and to 18.3 million in 2018 (StatKaz 2019).

Institutional environment of the Akmola–Astana migration system

The institutional environment of the Akmola–Astana migration system can be separated into
two categories: urban planning policies, especially in the context of nation-building that
revolved around the development of the new capital Astana (see Table 1); and rural and
regional development policy measures such as building infrastructure and regional
education and health facilities aimed at slowing the rural exodus (see Table 2).

7Random route sampling is a widely used method to reach interview participants who are not registered on
publicly accessible records. Researchers are given a starting position, such as in a market, and randomwalking
instructions (Bauer 2014, p. 519).
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To some degree, a number of these policies are at odds with each other and risk creating a
contradicting institutional environment for migrants. Astana continues to grow8 and is being
promoted as a city designed for more than three million inhabitants, as declared by Nursultan
Nazarbayev (President of Kazakhstan 1990–2019) in 2016.9 This may further spur rural–
urban mobility. There is also an understanding amongst government officials and experts
that it may be impossible to create equal living conditions across all regions of
Kazakhstan and that some remote villages are beyond saving and further urbanisation
should be promoted.10 Nevertheless, senior politicians and government officials see
unregulated urban growth as a major problem that will increase the burden on social
infrastructure, especially healthcare and education.11 Moreover, government elites may be
even more concerned about dissatisfied urban masses living in precarious conditions close
to the centre of power. Once a critical mass of angry youth is reached, this could have the
potential for regime-changing protests. Hence, there is a strong desire to regulate urban
migration.12

Migrant agency in the Akmola–Astana migration system

The government’s portrayal ofAstana as a shinymodernmetropolis, combinedwith the fact that
the capital city is an economic andpolitical power centre, continues tomotivate rural residents to
migrate to Astana (cumulative agency). As mentioned above, this massive migration influx has
taken a toll onurban infrastructure,which, from2003onwards, prompted the city government to
createpolicies (starting after 2003) aimed at repelling in-migration; for example, by limiting free
health care only to registered city citizens.13 One way to cope with the high housing costs is to

8See, for example, statements from Altai Kulginov, Astana’s mayor since 2019, in ‘Altai Kul`ginov:
Kazhdyi god v stolitsu pereezzhayut svyshe 50 tysyach chelovek’, KazInform, 12 February 2020, available
at: https://www.inform.kz/ru/altay-kul-ginov-kazhdyy-god-v-stolicu-pereezzhayut-svyshe-50-tysyach-
chelovek_a3613661, accessed 23 May 2022.

9‘Nazarbaev ozhidaet rosta neseleniya Astany do 4 millionov chelovek’, Tengrinews, 23 April 2016,
available at: https://tengrinews.kz/kazakhstan_news/nazarbaev-ojidaet-rosta-naseleniya-astanyi-4-
millionov-293199/, accessed 23 May 2022; interview 14, government official, city migration department,
Astana, 29 April 2016.

10‘Sokrashchenie sel`skogo neseleniya: progress ili katastrofa?’, Radio Azattyq, 16 September 2014,
available at: https://rus.azattyq.org/a/osobennosti-urbanizatsii-po-kazakhstanski/26586531.html, accessed
23 May 2022; ‘Desyatki dereven` SKO skoro budut likvidirovany’, Kursiv, 12 November 2018, https://kz.
kursiv.media/2018-11-12/desyatki-dereven-sko-skoro-budut-likvidirovany/ accessed 23 May 2022;
interviews: 13, town mayor, regional town, Akmola province, 20 September 2016; 15, policy consultant,
Astana, 22 June 2017.

11‘Plan Tokaeva i plan Sagintaeva: kakim viditsya budushee Nur-Sultan i Almaty’, Forbes/Kazakhstan, 9
October 2019, available at: https://forbes.kz/process/urbanity/kak_sdelat_iz_almatyi_manhetten/, accessed
23 May 2022; interviews: 5, government official, city migration department, Astana, 21 April 2016; 7,
government official, city planning department, Centre for Sustainable Development, Astana, 27 September
2016.

12‘Neobkhodimo snizhat` nekontroliruemyi pritok sel`skoi molodezhi v goroda—Bozhko’, Total, 18
September 2017, available at: https://www.total.kz/ru/news/vnutrennyaya_politika/neobhodimo_snizhat_
nekontroliruemii_pritok_selskoi_molodezhi_v_goroda__bozhko_date_2017_09_18_11_17_24, accessed 25
May 2022.

13Interviews: 5, government official, city migration department, Astana, 21 April 2016; 6, village mayor,
Astana, 2 June 2016; 7, government official, city planning department, Centre for Sustainable Development,
Astana, 27 September 2016.
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stay in precarious accommodation without proper registration.14 Landlords became aware of a
lucrative business opportunity and began renting out single apartments to unusually high
numbers of migrants, sometimes up to 20 people. However, this practice was prohibited in
2016 through a government regulation stipulating a minimum of 15 square metres per
tenant.15 Despite these state interventions, migrants continue to flow into the capital in the
hope of finding better paid jobs or starting a business. Most of them have relatives or
acquaintances already living in Astana who help them to find their first jobs. These jobs are
usually below their level of education, often in the service or construction sector. In many
interviews, including 16, 18, 19, 20 and 21, respondents noted their intention to bring their
families to Astana but admitted that, at the time, they were only able to take care of
themselves and were struggling with the precarious income–cost ratio. This job mismatch
may also have been caused by a rather naïve belief in the supposedly endless job and
business opportunities in Astana, as shown in the example of Rustam.16 Rustam was a
student in his final year of mining technology at a regional college and planned to work in
the gold mine in his home village. However, he wanted to move to Astana in about five
years, because ‘there are so many job opportunities’. It was not likely, however, that Rustam
would find a job in Astana that corresponded with his academic qualification.

Collective migrant agency—actors working together in the same institutional environment
—is shaped through collective decision-making within families because individual migration
may affect the whole the family. Almost all respondents in the rural household survey agreed
that migration decisions were made jointly within the family.17 One of our interviews provides
some further insight here.18 Madina was an ethnic Kazakh from Mongolia who had moved to
Akmola ten years ago. She worked as a system operator in a local gold mine and lived with her
three daughters. Together they decided that, in themedium to long term, theywished tomove to
an urban centre and planned their professional lives accordingly. The eldest daughter worked
with Madina in the mine; the second eldest attended a college in Astana and the youngest was
still going to high school in the village but planned to study in Astana as well. The eldest
daughter had already tried her luck once in Astana but failed: she was unable to find a job
with a salary high enough to cover the exorbitant cost of living and, lacking a supportive
family network in Astana, was forced to return to the countryside. However, the whole
family intended to move together to a city, preferably Astana, as soon as the youngest
daughter graduated from high school. This example highlights the translocal characteristic
of migration processes and the safety net function of families at the place of origin.19

14Interviews: 16, Astana migrant, Kojandy village, 2 June 2016; 17, Astana migrant, Kojandy village, 2
June 2016.

15Interview 5, government official, city migration department, Astana, 21 April 2016.
16The name has been changed to maintain the anonymity of our interviewee (interview 22, Rustam,

potential Astana migrant, Shortandy district, 18 September 2016).
17Interview 20, villager, migrant household, Shortandy district, 17 September 2016.
18The name has been changed to maintain the anonymity of our interviewee (interview 23, Madina,

potential Astana migrant, Shortandy district, 18 September 2016).
19The translocal characteristic of migration processes and the safety net function were also revealed in

other interviews, for example, interviews: 19, villager, migrant household, Shortandy district, 17
September 2016; 20, villager, migrant household, Shortandy district, 17 September 2016; 24, villager,
migrant household, Shortandy district, 17 September 2016; 25, villager, migrant household, Shortandy
district, 17 September 2016.
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The joint decision-making of family members also relates to risk-pooling strategies, such
as that of remittances sent by urban migrants to their families at the place of origin. Like in
other parts of Central Asia this exemplifies the strong translocal links between different
locations (Thieme 2008a, pp. 327, 338). However, unlike other parts of Central Asia,
such as Kyrgyzstan, where transnational livelihoods are multilocal, spanning across
countries and rural and urban locations (Thieme 2014 p. 140), in Kazakhstan they are
mostly intranational covering rural and urban. Also, receiving remittances and return
migration are far less common in Kazakhstan, and there is a reverse flow of remittances
from rural to urban areas.20 Around one third of the respondents in the household survey
sent reverse remittances compared to only one fifth who received them. Furthermore,
about four times more money was transferred to urban migrants than was received by
rural households. This is relevant as urban income levels often do not match migrants’
expectations (Osmonova 2016, p. 239).21 According to Dietz et al. (2011, p. 23), a large
share of migrants in Astana reported their income to be the same as or even less than
before they migrated. It is more likely that family members who stay behind will later
join the migrant, for example, after they retire, and not the other way round. In our
qualitative interviews, villagers reported the intention to reunite with their adult children
in urban areas once they were old or had retired.22 Overall, 25% of the rural household
survey respondents stated that there was the possibility that they would move at a later
point in their life.

The case of Sergei and Maria23 illustrates combative agency (opposing other actors and
their institutions). Born in a small village in Akmola province, they were both ethnic
Russians. Neither had received a higher education. Soon after Astana became the new
capital, Sergei was drawn to the city and worked as a day labourer on construction sites
before moving on to work for an air conditioner maintenance company. The owner started
a side business producing advertising material such as small give-aways made from
plastic or metal but also huge banners covering whole building facades where Sergei
began to work. After a while he left the company and set up his own business producing
advertising material. Because he did not speak Kazakh, the municipality and government
departments, however, are no longer hiring his company. Public jobs require a certificate
of proficiency in Kazakh (Peyrouse 2007, p. 485). This does not officially cover
government contracts for external service suppliers. However, government officials lean
towards applying this regulation informally in government tenders. The couple
contemplated leaving for Russia but decided against it. At the time of interview, Sergei’s
company catered to the private sector and employed around 20 people. The couple and

20Interviews: 19, villager, migrant household, Shortandy district, 17 September 2016; 20, villager, migrant
household, Shortandy district, 17 September 2016; 24, villager, migrant household, Shortandy district, 17
September 2016; 25, villager, migrant household, Shortandy district, 17 September 2016.

21Interviews: 3, village mayor, Stepnogorsk district, 27 May 2016; 26, migration expert, Astana, 28 May
2016.

22For example, interviews: 25, villager, migrant household, Shortandy district, 17 September 2016; 27,
villager, migrant household, Stepnogorsk district, 26 May 2016; 28, potential Astana migrant, village in
Shortandy district, 18 September 2016.

23The names have been changed to maintain the anonymity of our interviewees (interview 29, Sergei and
Maria, Astana migrants, Astana, 1 March 2017).
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their two children counted as upper middle class in Astana. Despite losing contracts because
of the government preference for Kazakh speakers, the company managed to adapt its
customer base and the couple remained in Astana. Similarly, Blackburn (2019, p. 227)
provides evidence that Russian speakers are pushed towards the private sector in
Kazakhstan.

Constrained agency refers to the fact that actors are always faced with constraints that
affect their agency. This is of course also true for (potential) migrants, who may find their
intentions to move or stay constrained for various reasons. In our household survey, many
respondents stated that the lack of good education facilities in rural areas was a major
constraint to remaining in situ (see Table A1 in the Appendix). An example of this is the
case of Nurlan, who worked as a security guard in Astana. Previously, he had lived and
worked in Baikonur and his family had no intention of moving. However, after his wife
visited Astana, she was convinced that the city would offer the best educational facilities
and prospects for their children, and they moved to Astana.24 In contrast, a substantial
number of the household survey respondents thought of themselves as ‘forced stayers’
(25%). Many of them stated that they would find it difficult to move because they had to
take care of family members, including elderly relatives who were unwilling or unable to
move. Even though nursing homes existed in both rural and urban areas, almost all of our
household survey respondents said it was still socially unacceptable to place elderly
relatives into these homes.

Nevertheless, the majority of our household survey respondents (68%) did not wish to
move and were voluntary stayers. Most were quite content with their life in the
countryside and believed that with hard work they could still make a decent living in the
village (see Table A1 in the Appendix for details). Even if the migration system did not
encourage them to stay, neither did it force them to move. Many people were also
emotionally attached to the countryside. They preferred the rural lifestyle and appreciated
the natural environment and the traditional social norms, as shown by statements such as,
‘Nature is so beautiful’; ‘I love fishing and hunting’; and ‘All my friends and family live
here’.25 Not surprisingly, 71% of our household survey respondents stated that they
enjoyed the rural way of life and almost 90% mentioned that growing their own food was
important to them.26 However, despite this positive perception of life in the countryside,
many respondents wanted their children and grandchildren to move to the city because
life there was perceived to be more comfortable and to have better educational and job
prospects (see Table A1 in the Appendix).27 This was frequently the starting point for
relocating the whole family. In our interviews, we repeatedly heard the statement: ‘We

24The name has been changed to maintain the anonymity of our interviewee (interview 30, Nurlan, Astana
migrant, Astana, 2 March 2017).

25Interviews: 19, villager, migrant household, Shortandy district, 17 September 2016; 31, villager, migrant
household, Shortandy district, 16 September 2016; 32, villager, Akkol district, 20 September 2016.

26Which was also supported by our qualitative interviews, for example, interview 32, villager, Akkol
district, 20 September 2016.

27Interviews: 3, village mayor, Stepnogorsk district, 27 May 2016; 19, villager, migrant household,
Shortandy district, 17 September 2016; 26, migration expert, Astana, 28 May 2016; 33, villager, migrant
household, Shortandy district, 16 September 2016; 34, villager, migrant household, Shortandy district, 16
September 2016; 35, villager, migrant household, Shortandy district, 18 June 2016.
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will stay until our children finish school (secondary/high school), and then we will all move
to the city’.28

Urban areas located in north Kazakhstan were heavily Russified during Soviet times,
with the result that many urban Kazakhs speak better Russian than Kazakh (Wolfel 2002,
p. 490). Although Russian is still important as a business language, the political
environment is such that fluent command of Kazakh is a demanded skill, and one can
observe a change in language use in favour of Kazakh, especially amongst young
Kazakhs (Smagulova 2016, p. 101). As mentioned before, public jobs require a
certificate of proficiency in Kazakh and private companies in urban centres often seek
native Kazakh speakers as contact persons for state authorities.29 This is shown in the
case of Alexandr, an ethnic Russian. He studied accounting in Astana but could not find
a job in his profession as he lacked the necessary Kazakh language skills. His friends
from university all remained in Astana even if it meant having to take on jobs unrelated
to their education, which he refused to do. For this reason and because he liked the rural
lifestyle, he decided to return to his village.30 At the time of our fieldwork it had been
roughly 20 years since the issuance of Law No.151-I on languages that defined Kazakh
as the state language (GovReKaz 1997). Despite free language courses offered by the
government, however, ethnic Russians overwhelmingly had not learnt the language.
Nevertheless, many Russians consider Kazakh-language proficiency to be linked to better
economic opportunities (Smagulova 2016, p. 101). It is therefore possible that lack of
Kazakh proficiency deters some ethnic Russians from moving to the city. Studies suggest
several reasons for this linguistic shortfall, including the negative feelings of many
Russians in relation to a perceived loss of status as the ethnic majority and political elite
(Laitin 1998, p. 155; Wolfel 2002, p. 501; Blackburn 2019, p. 224). Nevertheless,
Russian-speaking urban Kazakhs still have a very positive attitude towards Russian-
speaking minorities (Blackburn, 2019, p. 230).

This interpretation is supported by our finding that ethnic Russians were more inclined to
stay in the countryside compared to ethnic Kazakhs. Only 15% of ethnic Russians in our
household survey intended to move within the next three years compared to 30% of ethnic
Kazakhs. Similarly, findings by Aldashev and Dietz (2014, p. 393) indicated that ethnic
Russians were less mobile within Kazakhstan. This may in part be explained by the fact
that ethnic Russians who emigrated from Kazakhstan after the collapse of the Soviet
Union were mostly young people. Thus, the ethnic Russian population is on average older
than the ethnic Kazakh population (Peyrouse 2007, p. 493) and it is well known that older
people are less mobile (see Oh 2003). However, at the same time, ethnic Russian
university graduates interviewed in a quantitative survey had a much greater intention to
return to the countryside than their Kazakh counterparts (Buchenrieder et al. 2020). Also,

28For instance, interviews: 27, villager, migrant household, Stepnogorsk district, 26 May 2016; 33,
villager, migrant household, Shortandy district, 16 September 2016; 36, villager, migrant household,
Shortandy district, 18 June 2016.

29In our analysis we do not distinguish between Russian and European ethnicities (that is, Ukraine, Polish
and German), as they are all strongly Russified.

30The name has been changed to maintain the anonymity of our interviewee (interview 37, Alexandr,
villager, migrant household, Shortandy district, 18 June 2016).
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fewer ethnic Russians in our household survey have supportive family networks in Astana
(only 16% compared to 33% of ethnic Kazakhs) and these networks are also smaller (three
relatives for ethnic Russians and ten relatives for ethnic Kazakhs). This may result in less
family support for new arrivals and also affect the reverse remittances sent. Although
ethnic Russians in our household survey send fewer reverse remittances (as fewer of them
move), the average amount they send is substantially higher (about 20%) compared to the
average amount sent by rural ethnic Kazakh families. If our results hold true also for a
larger sample, this could mean that the Kazakhification of the northern countryside might
reverse in the long run. However, the ethnic Russian population is still shrinking due to
low birth rates and over-ageing (Laruelle 2018, p. 71), which may offset the fact that more
ethnic Kazakhs from the north are moving to the cities.

Discussion of interaction results between institutions and agency in the Akmola–Astana
migration system

Kazakhstan was the only Soviet successor state whose titular group was an ethnic minority
(Schatz 2000, p. 489). The most important task of the newly independent government was
thus to establish a Kazakh conception of nationhood in which the ethnic composition of
the population played an important role. The goal was to increase the ethnic Kazakh
population in Kazakhstan to above 50% (Kesici 2011, p. 32) and to claim the land as
historically Kazakh territory. Today, ethnic Kazakhs represent the majority due to the
emigration of ethnic Russians and other minorities, a high birth rate amongst ethnic
Kazakhs, and the resettlement of returning ethnic Kazakh migrants (Alff 2012, p. 6).
Regional imbalances do however still exist. Thus, the government promoted the internal
relocation of ethnic Kazakhs into the northern regions, such as Akmola province, where
traditionally Kazakhs had been a minority (Smailov 2011, p. 19). The foundation of
Astana as the capital city in 1997 in Akmola province was a defining point for the
Akmola–Astana migration system, one that significantly influenced internal migration
processes in Kazakhstan. After Astana became the capital city, people moved there from
all over Kazakhstan, above all, from the surrounding northern areas. Although, as pointed
out by Anacker (2004, p. 524), it is an open secret that this was a geopolitical decision to
finally claim the northern parts of the country as ethnic Kazakh territory, the formal
justification for attracting Kazakhs to Akmola and, more precisely, to Astana was the
creation of a focal point for economic growth in the northern territory of Kazakhstan
(Anacker 2004, pp. 523, 528; Koch 2013, p. 144). A possible downside of nation-building
and Kazakhification policies, although not in themselves anti-Soviet or anti-Russian,31 is
that the agency of non-Kazakhs, especially ethnic Russians, could be constrained due to
their often insufficient command of Kazakh. However, the Kazakhification process has
slowed in recent years (Blackburn 2019, p. 217). Despite these constraints, ethnic Russians
only complained about it in two of our qualitative interviews32 and, as pointed out by

31See for example, Kaşikçi (2019, p. 1362).
32Interviews: 29, Sergei and Maria, Astana migrants, Astana, 1 March 2017; 37, Alexandr, villager,

migrant household, Shortandy district, 18 June 2016.
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Spehr and Kassenova (2012, p. 146), the majority of non-Kazakhs are proud to be
Kazakhstani (whether this holds true in contemporary Kazakhstan is uncertain; however,
looking at the current invasion of Ukraine by Russia, we assume that this has rather
strengthened any Kazakhstani emotion).

Transforming Astana into a capital city perpetuated older ideas. The government framed its
narrative for Astana on the Soviet narrative of centralisation and cities as cradles of modernity
(Laszczkowski 2011b, p. 96, 2016a, p. 61; Koch 2014a, p. 434). In general, Kazakhstani
cultural life is centred on the urban world and rural life is rarely celebrated.33 Nevertheless,
rural migrants and visitors are impressed by the spectacular architecture and the ongoing
construction boom, a view shared by most Astana residents (Osmonova 2016, p. 241;
Laszczkowski 2016b, pp. 153–54, 157). These institutional changes and the comparably high
salaries strengthened cumulative agency by creating an enormous draw for people in the
surrounding countryside, pulling them towards Astana. Nevertheless, there is often
disappointment once rural newcomers are confronted with the realities of life in Astana,
which often do not correspond with their ideals. Subsequently, they often underreport the
harsh living conditions andhigh costs of livingwhen talkingwith their rural family and friends.34

Until the population grew to around 500,000 people in 2003, the city government of
Astana welcomed the influx of migrants. After that point, the city government began to
change certain public service institutions, for instance, only registered city citizens
gained access to free health treatment or educational services because the development of
the urban infrastructure could no longer keep pace with the influx of people. Officials
from the city’s migration department35 referred to a situation of ‘self-defence’ because
central government regulations were missing and therefore, they had to invent
countermeasures.36 Despite calls by senior Kazakh politicians for more controls over
internal migration, in the post-Soviet era, citizens have every right to choose their place
of settlement, as stipulated in the constitution, and such a reversal to Soviet-style
controls would be unenforceable.37 The City Planning Department was transformed from
a service agency providing transport, education and health services into a gatekeeper
institution (this informal and diffuse process is hard to pinpoint but it began at least since
the year 2011). Since it controls development, land-use designation and planning
permission, it effectively regulates the housing market.38 As a result, in spite of the

33For an exception see Laruelle (2015, p. 337).
34See for example, Laszczkowski (2011a, pp. 85–6, 88; 2016a, p. 48).
35The city migration department was originally in charge of the integration of Oralman Kazakhs but is

now in charge of all internal migration to the city.
36Interview 5, government official, city migration department, Astana, 21 April 2016.
37‘“Begstvo iz aula”: chto delat` s massovoi migratsiei sel`chan v goroda?’, Central Asia Monitor, 16

October 2019, available at: https://camonitor.kz/33769-begstvo-iz-aula-chto-delat-s-massovoy-migraciey-
selchan-v-goroda.html, accessed 23 May 2022; ‘Plan Tokaeva i plan Sagintaeva: kakim viditsya budushee
Nur-Sultan i Almaty’, Forbes/Kazakhstan, 9 October 2019, available at: https://forbes.kz/process/urbanity/
kak_sdelat_iz_almatyi_manhetten/, accessed 23 May 2022; ‘Pochemu ne stoit pereezshat` v Nur-Sultan’,
Kursiv, 9 October 2019, https://kz.kursiv.media/2019-10-09/pochemu-ne-stoit-pereezzhat-v-nur-sultan/,
accessed 23 May 2022; ‘Bozhko: Nur-Sultan protsvetaet, a sel`chanin ne znaet, kak provesti vecher’,
Tengrinews, 9 October 2019, available at: https://tengrinews.kz/kazakhstan_news/bojko-nur-sultan-
protsvetaet-selchanin-znaet-provesti-vecher-381142/, accessed 23 May 2022.

38Interview 7, government official, city planning department, Centre for Sustainable Development,
Astana, 27 September 2016.
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construction boom, the housing market is rationed and Astana has, together with Almaty,
the highest housing prices in the country (Osmonova 2016, p. 241). In this case, the high
prices are a desired effect to reduce the influx of poorer internal migrants.39 As a
consequence, the wage surplus paid in Astana compared to the surrounding countryside
is often eaten up by the higher urban housing costs, given the shortage of affordable flats
(OECD 2017, p. 55). To counterbalance the rising costs, the government set up a housing
subsidisation programme for its employees mostly in the 2010s (Bissenova 2017, p. 644).
There is, however, a long waiting list.40 Thus, residents in Astana often call upon the
collective agency of their extended family to combat the severely rationed housing
market. The rural-based family may offer financial support (that is, reverse remittances)
and the urban-based family, if available, may provide accommodation, not only
increasing the chances of migrants staying in the city but also reinforcing the extended
family network itself. Poorer migrants without family networks are forced by these
interventions in the housing market into precarious housing as Yessenova (2010, p. 21)
has shown in her work on Almaty.

Another form of combative agency is to build illegally, for example, on family land, in
the hope that these buildings will in the end receive a legal status. These illegal buildings,
found frequently on the outskirts of Astana, are often of low quality.41 They are populated
mainly by poorer people, who often face additional insecurity as these buildings, which
were constructed without a permit, face the possibility of demolition orders by
government officials. Another negative outcome is that corruption and fraud thrive in
such an anarchical climate, as, for example, in the case of Aigerim.42 Her family sold
all their property in the north and used the money to buy land close to Astana. They
had several meetings with local government officials, who promised them a
construction permit. After paying for the land, they applied for planning permission, as
promised and learned that their area had never been designated for residential
development. They now live in dire circumstances in a very small apartment elsewhere
in the city.

The severe housing situation has not caused the citizens of Astana to openly protest. First
of all, those who already own property profited handsomely from the high prices. Second,
urban residents, both ethnic Kazakhs and Russians, are unified in their opposition to rural
arrivals (Laszczkowski 2016a, p. 65; Blackburn 2019, p. 230). Laszczkowski (2011b,
p. 95) and Koch (2014a, pp. 437–38) report the stigmatisation of new arrivals, especially
from the rural south, who are largely seen as uncultured villagers. This phenomenon is
also found in other post-Soviet cities, such as Bishkek (Hatcher & Thieme 2016,
p. 2182). Thus, on the one hand, poorer rural migrants are disliked and looked down

39A side effect may be the creation of a property bubble as described by Yessenova (2010, p. 35) in
Almaty, for instance.

40Interview 5, government official, city migration department, Astana, 21 April 2016.
41‘Urbanizatsiya v Kazakhstane usugublyaet sotsproblemy—deputat’, ZonaKz, 18 December 2019,

available at: https://zonakz.net/2019/12/18/urbanizaciya-v-kazaxstane-usugublyaet-socproblemy-deputat/,
accessed 25 May 2022.

42The name has been changed to maintain the anonymity of our interviewee (interview 38, Aigerim,
Astana migrant, Astana, 22 September 2016).
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upon by the longer-term residents while, on the other, their labour and the economic surplus
they create are dearly needed.43

The collapse of the Soviet education system in the 1990s led to a dramatically reduced
number of regional colleges (OECD 2007, p. 36). Only the large education facilities in
the major cities remained intact (Toleubayev et al. 2010, p. 368), and were even
supplemented by new facilities, offering programmes in crafts and trades (Buchenrieder
et al. 2020). As a result, young people were drawn into bigger cities (cumulative agency)
and often stayed on after graduation, as they grew accustomed to city amenities and their
social bonds to their home region weakened. This migration behaviour is known as the
‘migrating-to-learn’–‘learning-to-migrate’ chain (Rérat 2016, p. 279). Nevertheless, the
increased rural–urban migration of young people results in a lack of professionals with
higher education in rural areas, with flow-on effects for the quality of public service
infrastructure in those areas; for example, in health and education. Chronic public
underinvestment may also play a role. Thus, the elderly or families with older children in
urban centres are also likely to relocate to towns as their agency to stay in the rural area
of origin becomes constrained.

A reassessment of the education system took place in the early 2000s. In a reaction to
counter the lack of well-educated professionals in rural areas, the central government set
up scholarship programmes and decentralised higher education facilities (Buchenrieder
et al. 2020). Moreover, the previous focus on urban development programmes was
complemented by a more decentralised rural and regional development approach.
However, the continuation of these rural and regional development programmes
crucially depends on the national budget, which is heavily dependent on the price of
fossil energy (Gallo 2021, p. 19). If the national budget is hit by an external shock
such as low commodity prices—for example, for oil and gas exports—the policy
pendulum may swing back to focus again on urban development, where the power
elite resides.

Conclusion

It is important for migration studies to systematically describe the interaction of
institutions and agency at the region of origin and destination when explaining
migration processes. Our conceptual approach therefore embraces institutions and
agency in an egalitarian manner by applying a New Institutionalism framework. Our
case study is the Akmola–Astana migration system in Kazakhstan. This migration
system is intriguing because the Kazakhstani government has proactively and
reactively altered institutions in Akmola and/or Astana, thus altering the agency of
potential and/or actual migrants.

Initially, the cumulative agency of rural people moving to Astana was welcomed and
promoted by creating a narrative of Astana as a ‘centre of modernity’ and an ‘economic
growth pole’. However, the influx of people overwhelmed the city’s infrastructure. On

43See for example, Yessenova (2006, p. 54) on the bazaar in Almaty and Laszczkowski (2016a, p. 38) on
Astana.
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behalf of the city government, which wanted to reduce migration, the City Planning
Department changed its policies to restrict the housing market, which led to higher
housing prices. Migrants with functioning family networks could counter this through
collective agency, either by staying with relatives in Astana or by receiving reverse
remittances from their rural relatives to finance an apartment of their own. Using
combative agency, migrants without a pronounced social (mostly family) network
mitigated high housing costs with measures resulting in precarious housing situations and/
or highly insecure livelihoods (risk of eviction/demolition). However, the ‘Astana
narrative’ is as strong as ever and migrants are still attracted to the city, even in the face
of an unfavourable income–cost ratio.

In the countryside of Akmola, some people were constrained in their agency to stay,
especially young adults in search of higher education. In response, the Kazakhstani
government decentralised higher education facilities, set up special scholarship programmes
to attract qualified young professionals as state employees to rural areas, and implemented
rural economic stimuli programmes to improve the rural job market. Ideally, these
institutional changes will help to develop a positive narrative of rural and small-town
economic areas and help dismantle the belief that migration is a precondition for success. As
discussed, the Kazakhstani government created various narratives to promote its goals.
Nevertheless, it would probably be more effective for the state media to show the life and
living conditions of everyday urban citizens in Astana, including precarious housing, the
high cost of living and the struggle to make ends meet (for example, the need to take on
more than one job) and not only idealised pictures of the modern metropolis. This would
give many rural dwellers a more realistic picture of what to expect in Astana. The strong use
of family networks for housing and reverse remittances is also a result of the sometimes
ill-prepared or even irrational decisions of younger people to relocate. This is also shown in
the severe mismatch between the jobs young people often work in and their level of
education. Many of the migrants working in menial jobs are overqualified, as our qualitative
research revealed. If they do not progress in their career, their substantial investment in their
education may not produce the expected return. Thus, providing young adults in the
countryside with appropriate information on urban jobs, qualifications, potential income and
housing costs may be a more promising approach than simply trying to constrain their
agency. This would also lessen the need for reverse remittances to support unsustainable
livelihoods in urban areas.

One effect of the Kazakhification policy is that speaking Kazakh has become more
important both in the private sector and, even more so, for public employees, who must
now master both Kazakh and Russian. Since ethnic Russians often do not speak Kazakh
well enough, they are underrepresented in the urban labour market, particularly in public
administration. This has had an interesting side effect. Ethnic Russians have a higher
intention to stay in rural areas compared to their Kazakh neighbours. If our analysis holds
true, in the long term this may even lead to a persistent (re-emerging) Russification of the
northern countryside.

By developing a conceptual guide on the basis of New Institutionalism for the
deconstruction of migration systems, this study has wider significance that extends
beyond Kazakhstan. The analysis of institutions and agency under a cross-school New
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Institutionalism framework is ideal to systematically investigate migration processes and the
inherent institution–agency interaction in migration systems.
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Appendix

TABLE A1
MIGRATION RELEVANT STATEMENTS OF RURAL HOUSEHOLDS IN

AKMOLA PROVINCE, %

All
(n = 398)

Ethnic Kazakhs
(n = 153)

Ethnic Russians
(n = 223)

Education-related statements
If I move, my family and I will have access to better
education.

74 80 70

In the village, it is difficult to develop and improve my
professional skills.

49 57 43

Lack of access to schools/universities make it difficult
for me to stay here.

42 50 37

Lifestyle-related statements
Growing my own food is very important for my
livelihood.

89 92 86

Life is hard in the village, especially in the winter. 74 80 68
I enjoy the rural way of life. 71 70 71
I see a better future for my children/family in the city. 59 69 53
If I move, I will enjoy the city lifestyle very much. 47 52 42
There is no social/cultural life in the village. 47 54 43

Job-related statements
My employment situation will be/is satisfactory in the
foreseeable future.

68 75 63

My formal qualification/education is sufficient for a job
in the city.

54 65 52

If I move, my career prospects will improve. 53 58 51
I could achieve a higher living standard in the city
(wage minus costs).

49 60 44

I have the necessary personal networks that will help
me to be successful in the city.

46 47 29

My command of Kazakh is good enough to find a job in
the city.

40 86 10

Lack of jobs make it difficult for me to stay here. 37 42 36
My skills are relevant only in the village; in the city
nobody will employ me.

25 21 26

Housing market-related statements
It would be very difficult to find affordable
accommodation in the city.

74 67 80

(Continued )
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TABLE A1 (Continued)

All
(n = 398)

Ethnic Kazakhs
(n = 153)

Ethnic Russians
(n = 223)

The cost of living in the city is unaffordable for me. 72 65 77
If I move to the city, I will need financial support from
my family for a longer time.

67 65 68

I lack the money to finance a new start in the city. 67 63 69

Family-related statements
Migration decisions should be made jointly within the
family.

95 96 96

Staying is important because it means staying close to
family.

87 87 87

Leaving is difficult for me because I have family in the
village to care for.

72 64 77

Children should move to where their elderly or sick
parents live.

64 67 60

Most people who are important to me think I should
leave.

36 46 30

I can easily cope with being separated from my family. 31 45 30

Other statements
Young people should move to cities. They should not
stay in the village.

45 50 43

My living conditions here make it difficult for me to
stay in the village.

14 16 16

In all respects, life in the village is easier and better for
me.

77 74 79

Compared to the city, in the village I have a reputation. 87 87 87
Moving away means cutting ties to my homeland. 65 63 66

Note: Variables are measured on a Likert 7-scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). The figures indicate the
percentage of respondents who agreed with the statement (5–7).

TABLE A2
PERCENTAGE OF HOUSEHOLD SURVEY RESPONDENTS WHO RATED PUBLIC SERVICES

IN THEIR RURAL DISTRICT AND IN ASTANA AS ‘BETTER THAN AVERAGE’

All
(n = 398)

Ethnic Kazakhs
(n = 153)

Ethnic Russians
(n = 223)

Local Astana Local Astana Local Astana

General health services 24
(n = 395)

97
(n = 274)

25
(n = 151)

95
(n = 113)

24
(n = 221)

98
(n = 144)

Schools 44
(n = 391)

98
(n = 261)

45
(n = 148)

96
(n = 108)

44
(n = 219)

99
(n = 135)

Intellectual development opportunities for
children

23
(n = 380)

98
(n = 294)

25
(n = 143)

97
(n = 121)

22
(n = 215)

99
(n = 145)

Notes: Respondents assessed the services and their access to them in their local area and Astana on a Likert 7-scale
(1 = poor to 7 = excellent). The figures indicate the percentage of respondents who stated the service was better than
average (5–7).
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TABLE A3
LIST OF INTERVIEWS

Interview
number Description Location Date

1 Migration expert Astana 29 April 2016
2 Government official, citizen service

centre
Stepnogorsk 25 May 2016

3 Village mayor Stepnogorsk district 27 May 2016
4 Village mayor Akkol district 21 September

2016
5 Government official, city migration

department
Astana 21 April 2016

6 Village mayor Astana 2 June 2016
7 Government official, city planning

department, Centre for Sustainable
Development

Astana 27 September
2016

8 Government official, employment
department

Stepnogorsk 25 May 2016

9 Village mayor Stepnogorsk district 26 May 2016
10 Village mayor Shortandy district 16 September

2016
11 Village mayor Akkol district 19 September

2016
12 Town mayor Regional town, Pavlodar

province
1 June 2016

13 Town mayor Regional town, Akmola
province

20 September
2016

14 Government official, city migration
department

Astana 29 April 2016

15 Policy consultant Astana 22 June 2017
16 Astana migrant Kojandy village near

Astana
2 June 2016

17 Astana migrant Kojandy village near
Astana

2 June 2016

18 Astana migrant Village in Stepnogorsk
district

26 May 2016

19 Villager, migrant household Village in Shortandy
district

17 September
2016

20 Villager, migrant household Village in Shortandy
district

17 September
2016

21 Astana migrant Astana 2 March 2017
22, Rustam Potential Astana migrant Village in Shortandy

district
18 September
2016

23, Madina Potential Astana migrant Village in Shortandy
district

18 September
2016

24 Villager, migrant household Village in Shortandy
district

17 September
2016

25 Villager, migrant household Village in Shortandy
district

17 September
2016

26 Migration expert Astana 28 May 2016
27 Villager, migrant household Village in Stepnogorsk

district
26 May 2016

28 Potential Astana migrant Village in Shortandy
district

18 September
2016

29, Sergei &
Maria

Astana migrants Astana 1 March 2017

30, Nurlan Astana migrant Astana 2 March 2017
31 Villager, migrant household Village in Shortandy

district
16 September
2016

(Continued )
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TABLE A3 (Continued)

Interview
number Description Location Date

32 Villager Village in Akkol district 20 September
2016

33 Villager, migrant household Village in Shortandy
district

16 September
2016

34 Villager, migrant household Village in Shortandy
district

16 September
2016

35 Villager, migrant household Village in Shortandy
district

18 June 2016

36 Villager, migrant household Village in Shortandy
district

18 June 2016

37, Alexandr Villager, migrant household Village in Shortandy
district

18 June 2016

38, Aigerim Astana migrant Astana 22 September
2016
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