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Abstract 
This study examines the motivations behind academic migration among Kazakhstani scholars working abroad, using qualitative data from the #100KZGALYM project. Drawing on thematic analysis of 30 publicly available interviews, the research identifies political, economic, social, and professional push and pull factors shaping scholars’ decisions to migrate. Findings reveal that migration is driven by structural issues within Kazakhstan’s academic and institutional environment, including perceived lack of meritocracy, unstable funding, bureaucratic constraints, and limited demand for academic expertise. Conversely, destination countries offer academic autonomy, research infrastructure, professional integration, and higher quality of life. The study situates these findings within push–pull theory and broader migration frameworks, arguing that intellectual migration reflects systemic misalignment between national academic systems and global knowledge economies. The findings suggest that intellectual migration from Kazakhstan is shaped not only by economic factors, but also by institutional quality, academic freedom, and professional opportunities. The study therefore implies that policies aimed at reducing skilled emigration should prioritize strengthening merit-based academic systems, research infrastructure, institutional transparency, and opportunities for international academic engagement. By exploring scholars’ lived experiences, this study contributes to understanding intellectual migration in post-Soviet contexts and offers recommendations for strengthening Kazakhstan’s academic ecosystem. 
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Аңдатпа
Бұл зерттеу шетелде жұмыс істейтін қазақстандық ғалымдардың академиялық көші-қонға итермелейтін себептерін зерттейді. Зерттеу деректері #100KZGALYM жобасы аясында жиналған материалдарға негізделген. Жалпыға қолжетімді 30 сұхбатқа тақырыптық талдау жүргізу арқылы ғалымдардың көшу туралы шешімдеріне ықпал ететін саяси, экономикалық, әлеуметтік және кәсіби итеруші (push) және тартушы (pull) факторлар анықталды. Зерттеу нәтижелері көші-қонның Қазақстандағы академиялық және институционалдық ортадағы құрылымдық мәселелермен байланысты екенін көрсетті. Олардың қатарына меритократия қағидаттарының жеткіліксіздігі, қаржыландырудың тұрақсыздығы, бюрократиялық шектеулер және академиялық сараптамаға сұраныстың төмендігі жатады. Ал қабылдаушы елдер, керісінше, академиялық еркіндік, дамыған зерттеу инфрақұрылымы, кәсіби интеграция мүмкіндіктері және өмір сапасының жоғары деңгейі сияқты артықшылықтарды ұсынады.
Зерттеу нәтижелері итеруші және тартушы факторлар теориясы мен көші-қонның кеңірек теориялық тұжырымдамалары аясында қарастырылады. Авторлар зияткерлік көші-қонды ұлттық академиялық жүйелер мен жаһандық білім экономикасының талаптары арасындағы жүйелік сәйкессіздіктің көрінісі ретінде сипаттайды. Нәтижелер Қазақстаннан орын алатын зияткерлік көші-қонның тек экономикалық себептермен ғана емес, сонымен қатар институционалдық сапа, академиялық еркіндік және кәсіби мүмкіндіктер сияқты факторлармен де айқындалатынын көрсетеді. Осыған байланысты зерттеу білікті мамандардың эмиграциясын азайтуға бағытталған саясаттар меритократиялық академиялық жүйелерді нығайтуға, зерттеу инфрақұрылымын дамытуға, институционалдық ашықтықты қамтамасыз етуге және халықаралық академиялық ынтымақтастық мүмкіндіктерін кеңейтуге басымдық беруі қажет деген қорытынды жасайды. Ғалымдардың өмірлік тәжірибелерін талдау арқылы бұл зерттеу посткеңестік кеңістіктегі зияткерлік көші-қонды тереңірек түсінуге үлес қосады және Қазақстанның академиялық экожүйесін нығайтуға арналған ұсыныстар ұсынады.
Түйін сөздер: зияткерлік көші-қон, ми ағымы (brain drain), Қазақстан, итеруші және тартушы факторлар.
Introduction
After the collapse of the Soviet Empire, fifteen countries began their independent development trajectories, and Kazakhstan, with the ninth largest territory in the world and a relatively low population density, faced significant challenges in establishing its position within the global economy (Tazhibayeva, 2017). During the 1990s, many prominent Kazakhstani scientists left the country. As noted by the Minister of Science and Higher Education, while Kazakhstan had approximately 52,000 scientific workers in the early 1990s, by 2000 only around 12,000 remained, resulting in the loss of nearly 35,000 scientists representing the third generation of Soviet-trained researchers (Bakhyt, 2024). Although the large-scale emigration of intellectuals during the early years of independence can be explained by economic hardship, political instability, and uncertainty, the reasons behind the continued outmigration of scholars during periods of relative economic and political stabilization remain insufficiently explored. While several local scholars such as Bokayev and Kaimoldiyev have examined the broader issue of brain drain in Kazakhstan (Bokayev et al., 2020; Bokayev, 2023; Kaimoldiyev, 2021), limited attention has been given specifically to intellectual migration. Overall, there remains a lack of comprehensive data and research on the emigration of Kazakhstani scholars.
Thus, the 100KZGALYM project (translated as “100 Kazakh Scientists”), a public platform, was launched by Dr. Kuanysh Yergaliyev, MD, MPH, DrPH, Assistant Professor at Nazarbayev University School of Medicine. Initiated during his tenure as Vice Minister of Science and Higher Education of the Republic of Kazakhstan, the project aims to document and share the experiences of Kazakhstani scholars based in academic institutions around the world. The goals of the project are threefold: a. to highlight the contributions of Kazakhstani academics and researchers abroad; b. to encourage collaboration and knowledge exchange between international and domestic scholars; c. to inspire Kazakhstani youth through stories of successful scientific careers.
This paper aims to fill-in the gap of knowledge  in the academic and policy literature about reasons and motivations of Kazakhstani scholars to leave abroad and  inform the policy makers about the motivations of Kazakhstani scholars working abroad to leave the country through the data obtained within the 100KZGALYM project. Therefore, the main research question of the study is: What are the motivations of Kazakhstani scholars to move abroad?
Migration and Intellectual Mobility in Kazakhstan
Migration Trends in Kazakhstan 
The migration process in Kazakhstan, according to the Migration Profile 2014-2019, can be described across four migration periods (Chernykh & Burnashev, 2020). The period starts from the 1990s, after the country’s independence and open borders, that experienced a significant emigration, especially of the Russian speaking population. The second period starts with the 2000s that were associated with the socio-economic stabilization of the country. During this phase National migration policies such as the Migration Policy Program of the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2001–2010 and the Concepts of Migration Policy of the Republic of Kazakhstan (Concept in 2000 and Concept for 2007-2015 in 2007) were developed. From the late 2000s to the mid 2010s, that was the third migration period, global trends and the financial crisis influenced migration dynamics in Kazakhstan, resulting in the lowest migration balance in 2008 and  continued support for ethnic immigration until 2012. Since the mid 2010s - the fourth period - the focus of the national migration policy has shifted toward social and economic quality, with an emphasis on human capital development. Analysing the migration flows, the government started to pay attention not only to the quantitative indicators, but also to qualitative characteristics of the migration process. The Concepts of Migration Policy of the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2017–2021 and 2023-2027 were developed. 
According to the Figure 1 demonstrated below, Russia consistently remained the top destination for emigrants from Kazakhstan throughout 2014 - 2024, although the numbers have declined significantly since their peak in 2019 (Bureau of National Statistics, 2024). Emigration to Germany also remained relatively stable, with a slight decline in recent years. There are several reasons for the migration of Kazakhstanis to specifically Russia and Germany such as the presence of migration networks built on familial, friendly, and business ties. In terms of moving to the Western countries, including Germany, Kazakhstani people seek higher standard of living and the formation of diasporic communities by migrants from the former USSR countries, which have established migration networks that ease the integration process. Other countries that have been popular among the Kazakhstani people to move for the last 10 years are Belarus, Poland and the USA. Overall, while Russia continues to dominate as the primary destination, there is a clear downward trend in emigration across all countries by 2024. 
Figure 1
Emigration trends from Kazakhstan to the top 5 countries between 2014 and 2024
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Educational and Occupational Profiles of Emigrants 
Overall, for the last 10 years, between 2011-2022, among those who moved abroad, 38% of people had a higher education degree and 34% had technical and professional qualifications (Government of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2022). According to the statistics provided at Taldau Analytical center (n.d.), the number of people with higher education degrees who left the country in 2024 has constituted 2962 (Taldau, n.d.). In terms of their specialization areas as illustrated in the Figure 2 below, the majority of Kazakhstani emigrants come from technical fields and economic specialties, indicating a significant outflow of professionally skilled individuals. Education and medicine also represent notable sectors, reflecting the emigration of qualified personnel in public service areas. Meanwhile, fields like law, architecture, and agriculture show lower but still relevant levels of emigration.
Figure 2
Occupational profiles of emigrants from KZ
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State Policies and Return Initiatives
Kazakhstan has begun to place significant emphasis on the development of science and return of the Kazakhstani scholars to the country in recent years. One of the major steps in this direction was the establishment of a separate Ministry of Science and Higher Education (hereinafter – the Ministry) in 2022. Previously, a single Ministry of Education oversaw all levels of education. The Ministry has developed the Concept for the Development of Higher Education and Science in the Republic of Kazakhstan for 2023–2029, which outlines 13 strategic directions, five of which are dedicated to science (Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the Republic of Kazakhstan, 2023). These directions address various issues related to science, including a new model of science governance, modernization and digitalization of scientific infrastructure, the development of university-based research, and the advancement of applied science and commercialization ecosystems. It is worth highlighting that one of the directions - Direction 10 - is specifically titled Strengthening Intellectual Potential.
Another significant step in advancing science in Kazakhstan was the establishment of the National Council for Science and Technology under the President in 2023 that will collectively define the scientific priorities, evaluate the effectiveness of state policies in science and technology, and address other key issues related to national scientific development. Thus, during the first meeting of the Council in 2024, President of the country - K. K. Tokayev - emphasised the role of science and that during the 1990s about 40 000 scientists left the country (Khabarov, 2024). He also stated that he supports the idea of returning to Kazakhstan the scientists who are successfully working abroad and that a favorable environment is being created for them in the country. 
In public speeches, the Minister of Science and Higher Education, Sayasat Nurbek, has also discussed ongoing efforts to encourage scholars to return to Kazakhstan. Referring to initiatives developed in collaboration with embassies, he stated: “Together with the embassies, we created a base; we identified 680 young and experienced scientists working in leading scientific institutes and universities. We are now working on their return” (Bakhyt, 2024). The Minister highlighted three ways of attracting the Kazakhstani scholars working abroad to return to the country: first option is the direct return, as in the case of Dos Sarbassov, who is currently working at Nazarbayev University, leading his own laboratory and a member of the National Council; the second way is to send our scholars to abroad to work and have internship there under our experienced scholars; the third way is to create conditions for our scientists abroad to provide lectures for our local scholars and scientists (Mironova, 2024). 
Another big initiative in creating favorable conditions for the scientific community was the modernization of the Science Academy. The Academy has been awarded the status of the highest scientific organization. Also in 2024 a new Law on Science and Technological Policy was launched. The document considers the norms aimed at improving the model of science management and defines measures of social support for the Kazakhstani scientists. Starting from 2024, in order to enhance the research capability of universities and strengthen their collaboration with industries, the Ministry is actively working on establishing the Scientific and Academic Excellence Centers within 15 regional and 5 pedagogical universities (Higher Education Development National Center, n.d.). These universities receive substantial funding from the Kazakhstani government in order to establish research centers, launch scientific laboratories, train future scientists from among their students, and collaborate with industries to address regional environmental challenges.
Literature Review and Conceptual Framework
Conceptualizing Intellectual Migration
Within the international community, the intellectual migration theme has been conducted since the mid-20th century, focusing on the movement of scholars and intellectuals, particularly from Europe to the United States during the 1930s and 1940s (Li et al., 2015). This wave included numerous scientists and professionals whose contributions significantly advanced science and technology in the US, establishing it as a leading destination and major beneficiary of global brain drain. Originally, the term emphasized the involuntary nature of this migration, often involving highly accomplished individuals referred to as "refugee intellectuals".
There are a variety of theoretical approaches and models of examining the topic of migration which were developed in isolation from each other, therefore, making it difficult to formulate one holistic theory of migration. This paper uses the Push and Pull Theory in order to conceptualize factors that stimulate intellectual migration. Push and pull factors were firstly introduced by Lee in 1966 as a Theory of Migration (Lee, 1966). The given theory has already been used by other scholars that studied the topic of brain drain (Mahroum, 2000; Kline, 2003; Parkins, 2010; Leitão et al., 2024). By the types of factors considered in the existing literature the following pushing and pulling factors have been outlined. 

Push Factors in Intellectual Migration 
Pushing factors refer to the conditions in an individual's home country that compel them to leave. One of the primary drivers of brain drain is political instability, manifesting through corruption, weak institutions, and widespread distrust in governance (Levitin, 1997; Fetzer & Millan, 2015; Malokani et al., 2022; Li et al., 2023; Vega-Muñoz et al., 2025). A vivid contemporary example is the Russian invasion of Ukraine, which triggered a mass exodus of skilled professionals. Within the first two months of the conflict, approximately 10% of Ukraine’s IT workforce - around 70,000 specialists - left the country (Azimzada, 2024).
Corruption, as a political push factor, also exerts a significant influence. According to Li et al. (2023), corruption directly shapes individuals’ preferences for destinations offering more favorable public service delivery and fairer taxation. Indirectly, it undermines essential aspects of development such as economic growth, employment prospects, and financial systems, all of which contribute to the decision to emigrate.
Economic instability is another major factor influencing migration, particularly among professionals (Vega-Muñoz, 2024; Malokani et al., 2022). Several studies argue that both political and economic contexts in one’s home country determine the availability and quality of work, thus influencing migration decisions (Ha et al., 2016; Malokani et al., 2022). For instance, ongoing student emigration from Albania and Romania, driven by adverse economic and socio-political conditions, reflects a form of brain drain that hampers national development (Vega-Muñoz, 2025). Moreover, economic hardship contributes to psychological distress. Financial difficulties can lead to restlessness, interpersonal conflicts, and other stress-related conditions such as difficulties with regular payments and physical exhaustion (Asakura & Murata, 2006; Duszczyk, 2019).
Social factors such as poor quality of life, inadequate living conditions, family-related challenges, and general uncertainty are also widely acknowledged push factors (Parkins, 2010; de Haas, 2011). These conditions often create an environment in which individuals- particularly those with specialized skills- feel compelled to seek better opportunities abroad.
Another critical element is the mismatch between a person's qualifications and the availability of suitable employment. Quinn and Rubb (2005) emphasize that migration often occurs when individuals cannot find jobs that match their skills and training. They highlight the importance of an “education-occupation” match, arguing that when highly educated individuals are underemployed or working in unrelated fields, the likelihood of emigration increases significantly.
Pull Factors in Intellectual Migration 
Pull factors refer to the conditions in destination countries that make migration appealing. While individual preferences vary, the most commonly cited attractions include improved economic opportunities, political freedom, institutional competitiveness, broader employment prospects, and higher quality of life (Meo et al. 2024; Docquier et al., 2007).
Economic advantages remain the dominant pull factor, especially for skilled migrants from countries experiencing downturns or uneven development (Hoti, 2009; Aytaç & Aydın, 2019; Kazlauskienė & Rinkevičius, 2006; Ngoma & Ismail, 2013). In addition to economic drivers, political institutions are increasingly recognized as significant pull factors. According to Arif (2022), educated migrants are more responsive to institutional conditions- including economic, political, and social dimensions- than their less-educated counterparts. Valei and Mamman (2022)  similarly identify political stability, democratic governance, and low levels of corruption as key institutional pull factors for migrants.
In the context of academic migration, Khan (2021) identifies five major drivers of brain drain from Europe between 2000 and 2020: (1) more competitive salaries abroad, (2) the dominance of short-term contracts for early-career researchers, (3) non-transparent or biased recruitment processes, (4) favorable immigration policies in host countries, and (5) unintended consequences of internationalization strategies that incentivize long-term mobility.
Access to advanced research infrastructure and technological resources is another powerful motivator for migration among highly skilled professionals (Michaelis, 1990; Vizi, 1993; Latova & Savinkov, 2012; Ganguli, 2015). These structural advantages are further complemented by personal considerations such as family well-being, access to healthcare and education, social equity, and the broader quality of life (Bokayev et al., 2020; Ciorbagiu et al., 2020; Helliwell et al., 2018). As a result, migration decisions often represent not only professional strategies but also long-term lifestyle choices shaped by the intersection of personal goals and systemic conditions.
The Main Causes of Brain Drain 
One of the significant causes that brain drain leads to is the economic issues of those countries that lose their qualified people ((Dodani & LaPorte, 2005; Sen, 1973; Tessema, 2010). The effects of the economic consequences as a result of the intellectual migration are direct and measurable: the human capital level of the issuing country decreases because of the shortage of individuals with professional skills. Human capital refers to investing in individuals to enhance their efficiency, as learning organizations recognize the long-term value and diverse qualities people bring to future outcomes (Pasban and Nojedeh, 2016). In addition to that the issuing country loses in terms of national economy since the qualified people are those with competitive salaries and who contribute to the income tax.  This issue becomes even more significant if the issuing country finances the education of those people who will later emigrate and transfer the investments to another country. 
Brain Drain in the Kazakhstani Context 
In the context of Kazakhstan, the topic of brain drain has been studied by a number of scholars (Bokayev et al., 2020; Bokayev 2023; Chekebayeva, 2021; Kaimoldiyev, 2021; Kuzhabekova et al., 2018; Narymbayeva et al., 2024). Motivations for migration from the country tend to be almost the same according to the scholars. As per the research conducted by Bokayev (2023), one of the main external or pulling factors for migration of Kazakhstani professionals is the economic one. High salaries, a strong socio-economic environment in the destination country, and career opportunities are the most economically attractive factors that the Kazakhstani youth seek for. Another study by Bokayev et al. (2020) also illustrates the quality of life at the destination country and career opportunities as the important pulling factors among the Bolashak graduates aged 23 to 28 and 29 to 35 respectively. 
In contrast to pulling factors, there are pushing factors that serve as a reason for the Kazakhstani professionals’ migration. Underestimation of skilled professionals and corruption are considered to be one of main internal motivations of people who desire to leave the country (Kapyshev, 2021). Kaimoldiyev (2021) also found out that the absence of relevant work in Kazakhstan and lack of demand in the professionals’ skills and knowledge acquired abroad because of poor governmental policies tend to be significant pushing reasons for migration. In addition to that, he states that “not all knowledge, competencies and skills applied in Kazakhstan are effective because of several reasons: bureaucracy, corruption and so on” (Kaimoldiyev, 2021, p. 43). The same conclusion was made by Chekebayeva (2021) who indicated the corruption, bureaucracy and weak public administration system as the main pushing reasons for Kazakhstani migrants. Beyond those, Chekebayeva (2021) highlighted the following internal factors such as “absence of prospects for self-realization and career, low level of country development, uncertain own future and future of the children, no improvement of healthcare and education system, high unemployment rate, law salaries level, lack of social guarantees, and violations of human rights” (p. 27). 
Although there are considerable studies that covered the migration condition in the Kazakhstani context, they are not focused particularly on intellectual migration. A study of Lee and Kuzhabekova (2018) considered not the intellectual migration from Kazakhstan, but in a reverse direction, to Kazakhstan. The main internal reasons for relocating to Kazakhstan as a result of interviews with 24 international faculty members was the lack of employment opportunities and unsatisfactory work conditions at the home country. To the pulling factors, the authors related the competitive salary with social packages in the form of accommodation subsidies, education coverage for children, moving expenses and others. A personal interest of the participants - relocating to the “remote region” - along with the opportunity to build new educational programs and conduct research in the “breeding ground” were other external reasons for migrating to Kazakhstan (Lee and Kuzhabekova, 2018, p. 378). 
It is worth highlighting another study of Kuzhabekova et al. (2019) that focused on returning Kazakhstani scholars from study abroad. The authors found out that the returning scholars struggle to access local academic communities because of the barriers for early-career researchers and the dominance of senior academics who control funding distribution and influence administrative and policy decisions through informal networks. In addition to that they cannot interact with external scholars because of the limited funding that challenges participation in conferences. 
Methodology 
Research Design
This study employs a qualitative research approach, focusing on interviews with Kazakhstani scholars and academic staff who moved abroad for work and subsequently  participated in the 100KZGALYM project. A qualitative approach was selected for its strength in capturing rich, contextualized narratives and meanings that cannot be easily quantified (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The study is situated within an interpretivist paradigm, which acknowledges the socially constructed nature of reality and the importance of subjective experience.
Rather than conducting new interviews for research purposes, this study is based on secondary analysis of self-generated, publicly available interviews. The interview data used were originally collected and published by the researcher as part of a broader public initiative and are now reanalyzed within a scholarly framework. This approach allows for a reflective investigation into the lived experiences, motivations, and identity construction of early-career Kazakhstani academics who have relocated internationally.
Sampling Strategy and Participant Recruitment
This study employed purposive sampling to select interviews relevant to the research aims-specifically, those involving Kazakhstani scholars currently working abroad in academia or scientific research. The selected interviews had to be: a. conducted and publicly shared through the #100KZGALYM project; b. focused on academic career paths, motivations, and transnational experiences; c. accessible in full-text format for systematic analysis.
Although snowball sampling and desktop research were part of the original 100KZGALYM outreach process, no additional recruitment or interviewing was conducted specifically for this study.
Data Collection
The data for this study originate from the 100KZGALYM project. Since its launch, the project has featured more than 30 interviews, which were personally conducted by Dr. Yergaliyev and publicly disseminated via Facebook and Instagram under the hashtag #100KZGALYM. Each post typically includes a biographical profile, academic reflections, and participants’ messages to future scholars. These interviews serve as the primary dataset for this study.
The original interviews included guiding questions such as: What advice would you give to young scientists in Kazakhstan? What three qualities should one develop to succeed in scientific work? What contribution do you believe you can make to the development of science in Kazakhstan at present? Which scientific trends and innovations from around the world do you think our country should pay attention to? What motivated you to study, work, and pursue research opportunities outside of Kazakhstan? These questions shaped the analytical focus of the present research. 
Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using the thematic analysis framework proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006), which involves six systematic steps: Familiarization with the data; Generating initial codes; Searching for themes; Reviewing themes; Defining and naming themes; Writing up the findings. Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework is widely recognized as a foundational approach to thematic analysis and has been extensively applied across various disciplines, including health research, education, and the social sciences (Ahmed et al., 2025). The framework highlights the importance of researcher reflexivity and theoretical transparency in ensuring the rigor and credibility of qualitative research. Each phase systematically contributes to the generation of meaningful insights while enabling the researcher to remain closely engaged with the data throughout the analytical process.
The analysis followed an inductive approach, where themes emerged from the data itself rather than being imposed by predefined categories. All interviews were coded manually using Microsoft Word and Excel. The coding process was iterative, with ongoing refinement of themes and categories as patterns became clearer.
Quotes were extracted from the interviews and linked to emerging codes, which were then grouped into subthemes and overarching themes. The analysis focused on identifying key push factors (conditions in Kazakhstan that motivated emigration) and pull factors (attractions of academic life abroad), as articulated in participants' own words.
Ethical Considerations
While the data were already available in the public domain, the following ethical safeguards were observed: a. only interviews that were voluntarily shared by participants for public dissemination were included; b. no sensitive or identifying information beyond what was already publicly posted was analyzed or quoted without clear participant consent; c. anonymization was applied where participants had requested it or where quotes involved potentially sensitive content.
Given the dual role of the researcher as both interviewer and analyst, reflexivity and transparency were maintained throughout the analytic process. A coding log, analytic memos, and an audit trail were kept to ensure dependability and confirmability. To strengthen the trustworthiness of the study, a comprehensive audit trail was maintained throughout the research process. This included preserving interview materials collected from Facebook and Instagram, documenting participant selection procedures, maintaining coding tables and theme development records, and keeping analytic memos that captured methodological decisions and emerging interpretations. The audit trail also included reflexive notes on the researcher’s assumptions and potential biases, allowing for greater transparency in how the findings were developed and interpreted over the course of the analysis.
To support transferability, rich descriptions of participants’ academic contexts and experiences are provided in the Findings chapter.
Findings
This chapter presents the main findings derived from a thematic analysis of interviews with Kazakhstani scholars working abroad, originally published through the 100KZGALYM public initiative. The data were analyzed inductively using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis. Codes were generated manually and grouped into themes and subthemes, allowing for an organic emergence of recurring patterns. The analytical focus was shaped around pushing factors (barriers and frustrations within Kazakhstan) and pulling factors (attractive features of academic life abroad), articulated in participants’ own words.
Participants are referred to by anonymized identifiers (e.g., Participant 12) to protect their identities while maintaining narrative coherence. As the original compiler of the data, I approached these narratives with interpretive empathy and critical distance, aware of the curated nature of these publicly shared stories.
The following sections present the study’s findings, organized into two overarching themes -  Pushing Factors and Pulling Factors -  each further subdivided into political, economic, social, and professional domains.
Demographic profile of participants 
The demographic data collected from public interviews revealed several key trends. As illustrated in Table 1, the sample consisted predominantly of male scholars (n = 20), while female participants represented one-third of the sample (n = 10). In terms of international experience, half of the participants had lived abroad for 15 years or more, whereas only five participants had spent less than five years outside Kazakhstan. 
Table 1
Participants by Gender and Years Abroad 
	Gender
	<5 Years
	5–9 Years
	10–14 Years
	≥15 Years
	Total

	Female (n = 10)
	3
	2
	2
	3
	10

	Male 
(n = 20)
	2
	3
	3
	12
	20

	Total 
(N = 30)
	5
	5
	5
	15
	30



As given in Table 2, most participants resided in Europe (n = 13) and the United States (n = 11), while smaller numbers lived in Asia (n = 4) and Australia (n = 1). Regarding return intentions, only one participant had returned to Kazakhstan and another planned to return, whereas the overwhelming majority (n = 28) remained abroad. 

Table 2

Participants by Gender and Region of Residence 
	Gender
	Asia
	Europe
	United States
	Other
	Total

	Female (n = 10)
	0
	6
	3
	1
	10

	Male (n = 20)
	4
	7
	8
	0
	19

	Total (N = 30)
	4
	13
	11
	1
	29


The majority of participants reported upward career progression (n = 24), indicating advancement in their professional positions following international mobility. In contrast, two participants experienced horizontal career transitions, and four reported a change in professional direction. Notably, none of the participants described downward career movement (Table 3). 
Table 3

Participants by Gender and Career Trajectory 
	Gender
	Returned to Kazakhstan
	Change of Trajectory
	Horizontal Mobility
	Upward Mobility
	Downward Mobility

	Female (n = 10)
	0
	2
	2
	6
	0

	Male (n = 20)
	1
	2
	0
	18
	0

	Total (N = 30)
	1
	4
	2
	24
	0


The findings revealed two overarching themes influencing migration decisions: pushing factors and pulling factors. Pushing factors included political issues such as political instability, non-transparent recruitment, and bureaucracy; economic concerns including financial instability and workforce turnover; social challenges related to an uncertain future and low quality of life; and professional limitations such as lack of demand, limited funding, poor infrastructure, and low scientific development. In contrast, pulling factors reflected favorable conditions abroad, including political freedom and internationalization opportunities, competitive salaries and stable employment, enhanced quality of life and family-building prospects, as well as professional advantages such as access to academic communities, stronger ethical standards, demand for expertise, and better resources and infrastructure. Together, these themes provide a framework for understanding the multidimensional factors shaping participants’ migration intentions and experiences. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.ofkew0h7e60]Pushing Factors
[bookmark: _heading=h.g16tvferbb7w]Political Factors. Political factors emerged as an important source of dissatisfaction among participants, particularly in relation to instability, bureaucratic practices, and perceptions of unfair institutional processes. Participants commonly associated these conditions with limited trust in the academic environment and uncertainty regarding professional advancement. Concerns about governance and recruitment practices contributed to feelings of insecurity and reduced confidence in long-term academic prospects within Kazakhstan. One participant emphasized the role of connections in employment opportunities, explaining that “compared to his classmates, he had no connections that could help him secure a good job” (Participant 15, personal communication, translated from Russian).
Economic Factors. Economic concerns were frequently linked to instability and limitations within the academic sector. Participants described uncertainty in employment conditions, uneven access to resources, and insufficient funding as barriers to sustainable academic careers. These challenges often affected both professional planning and broader perceptions of future security.
[bookmark: _heading=h.ux3v1v77zhom]As one participant explained, “the reason for turnover is not even money or conditions. The key problem in Kazakhstan, at the macro level, is unpredictability” (Participant 26, personal communication, translated from Russian). Another participant highlighted resource limitations, stating that “there were limited resources in Kazakhstan in this field…” (Participant 21, personal communication, translated from Russian).
Social Factors. Social factors reflected participants’ concerns about long-term wellbeing and living conditions. Participants frequently referred to uncertainty about the future, environmental concerns, and dissatisfaction with broader social conditions. These experiences contributed to perceptions of instability extending beyond the workplace.
[bookmark: _heading=h.ru75mownv3rj]For example, one participant stated that “the main reason he left Almaty was poor ecology, which worsens every year” (Participant 26, personal communication, translated from Russian).
Professional Factors. Professional factors were among the most frequently discussed motivations for migration. Participants described limited opportunities for career development, insufficient demand for expertise, and restricted access to academic networks and research infrastructure. These conditions often created perceptions of professional stagnation and constrained advancement.
One participant explained that “many scholars leave because there is no demand and no conditions to develop as a scientist in Kazakhstan” (Participant 20, personal communication, translated from Russian). Another participant emphasized barriers to academic progression, noting that “there were very limited opportunities to enter doctoral studies” (Participant 29, personal communication, translated from Russian).
[bookmark: _heading=h.1viq6cys6y9][bookmark: _heading=h.d54nq8na0259]Pulling Factors
Political Factors. Political conditions abroad were viewed positively by participants, 
[bookmark: _heading=h.oxam21y99b17]particularly in relation to academic freedom and supportive institutional environments. Participants described greater autonomy and openness within international academic systems, which contributed to increased professional satisfaction.
[bookmark: _heading=h.45rx8fwovfqk]One participant shared that “in the field of pure mathematics, he did not need to express political views, which made him more satisfied as a scholar” (Participant 15, personal communication, translated from Kazakh).
Economic Factors. Economic opportunities abroad were commonly associated with stability and improved working conditions. Participants emphasized the importance of reliable employment, competitive salaries, and financial security in supporting academic productivity and long-term career planning.
[bookmark: _heading=h.grpau7ft6on]As one participant stated, “of course, the demand for scholars there is higher—good working conditions and pay” (Participant 21, personal communication, translated from Russian).
Social Factors. Social factors abroad were closely connected to quality of life and personal wellbeing. Participants highlighted access to better living conditions, security, and opportunities for family life as important aspects influencing their decisions to remain abroad.
[bookmark: _heading=h.m3b8zqplw7vk]For instance, one participant explained that “she started a family in America, and her plans began to change” (Participant 29, personal communication, translated from Russian).
Professional Factors. Professional opportunities abroad were frequently described in terms of stronger academic communities, access to resources, and supportive research environments. Participants valued opportunities for collaboration, mentorship, and participation in international scholarly networks.
One participant noted that “research opportunities abroad allowed the researcher to reconnect with the international scientific community” (Participant 2, personal communication, translated from Kazakh). Another participant emphasized the availability of resources, stating that “abroad these resources are still provided directly” (Participant 21, personal communication, translated from Russian).
Discussion and Conclusion 
This study explored the push and pull factors contributing to academic migration from Kazakhstan, situating participants’ experiences within broader theoretical frameworks of migration. The findings reaffirm and extend both classical and contemporary migration theories, particularly push-pull theory (Lee, 1966), human capital theory (Beine et al., 2001), and political economy approaches to migration (Castles, 2004). While traditional migration models often emphasize economic motivations, the findings of this study demonstrate that academic migration among Kazakhstani scholars is shaped by a broader interaction of institutional, political, professional, and personal factors. Consistent with contemporary migration scholarship emphasizing institutional quality and governance conditions (de Haas, 2011; Czaika & de Haas, 2014), the study suggests that migration decisions among highly skilled individuals are embedded within wider structural and institutional contexts rather than solely individual economic calculations.
Consistent with previous research on migration from former Soviet  countries and institutional quality (Chen  et al., 2023; Korobkov & Zaionchkovskaia, 2004; Naumova, 2014; Czaika & de Haas, 2014), political instability and institutional uncertainty emerged as major drivers of academic outmigration. Participants frequently described distrust toward public institutions, dissatisfaction with governance structures, and frustration with bureaucratic rigidity. These experiences echo with other scholars’ argument that political fragmentation and institutional instability undermine social trust and institutional legitimacy during periods of transition (Malokani et al., 2022; Ndombi Avouba et al., 2025; Adam & Rena, 2024) . In addition, the persistence of nepotism and informal professional practices reflects patterns identified in broader post-communist contexts, where governance challenges and weak meritocratic systems contribute to outward migration among highly skilled professionals. The findings contribute to existing migration literature by illustrating how informal institutional practices, including favoritism and bureaucratic inertia, are experienced not merely as administrative barriers but as factors undermining long-term professional trust, academic belonging, and perceptions of future stability.
Economic push factors were also significant, although participants framed them in more complex ways than simple wage dissatisfaction. Rather than focusing exclusively on income differences, participants emphasized macroeconomic uncertainty, inconsistent research financing, and limited opportunities for academic and professional advancement. These findings align with studies by Meo et al. (2024), Panagiotakopoulos (2020) and Malokani et al. (2022), which demonstrate that economic insecurity and unstable professional environments often intensify migration intentions among highly skilled workers. Importantly, professional grievances, particularly the lack of institutional support for research careers, limited demand for academic expertise, and barriers faced by early-career scholars, interacted closely with broader political and economic conditions (Latova & Savinkov, 2012; Ganguli, 2015). This interconnectedness supports multidimensional migration frameworks proposed by de Haas (2010), in which economic motivations are inseparable from institutional and governance structures.
The findings further suggest important policy implications regarding the relationship between higher education systems and labor market opportunities. Consistent with OECD (2019) and Quinn and Rubb (2005), insufficient alignment between academic qualifications and domestic labor market opportunities may intensify skilled emigration. Participants’ concerns regarding limited professional opportunities and weak research ecosystems indicate that policies aimed solely at increasing salaries may be insufficient for retaining highly skilled scholars. Instead, the literature suggests that long-term investment in research infrastructure, expansion of knowledge-based employment sectors, and the development of transparent and merit-based career pathways may contribute more effectively to reducing intellectual outmigration (Latova & Savinkov, 2012; Ganguli, 2015).
On the pull side, the strongest motivating factors included political freedom, academic autonomy, professional integration, and access to stable institutional environments abroad. These findings support previous research emphasizing the role of civil liberties, institutional quality, and professional opportunities in attracting highly skilled migrants (Parkins, 2010; Khalid & Urbański, 2021). Importantly, participants described these conditions not only in ideological terms but also as practical factors enabling productivity, creativity, and long-term career development. The attraction of internationalized academic systems, access to research resources, and professional recognition abroad also aligns with Beine et al.’s (2001) observation that destination countries attract skilled migrants by providing environments conducive to professional actualization and career fulfillment.
The findings additionally reinforce broader migration scholarship suggesting that institutional quality significantly shapes migration decisions among highly skilled individuals (Akça & Çelik, 2024; OECD, 2019). Participants consistently associated migration destinations with predictability, fairness, academic freedom, and professional recognition. This suggests that policies designed to address intellectual migration should extend beyond financial retention strategies and include broader reforms aimed at improving institutional trust, transparency, research autonomy, and governance quality within higher education and research sectors.
Another important finding was that several participants framed migration not simply as professional relocation, but as a broader transformation of life circumstances. Participants frequently connected migration decisions to family well-being, social stability, personal autonomy, and quality of life. This aligns with contemporary migration scholarship that critiques economically reductionist interpretations of migration behavior (Hsieh & Liu, 1983; Ibrahim et al., 2019). Rather than viewing migration solely through the lens of labor mobility, these perspectives emphasize the importance of social embeddedness, identity, and long-term life planning. The present study extends this literature within the context of post-Soviet academic migration by demonstrating how personal well-being, perceptions of societal predictability, and professional aspirations interact in shaping migration decisions among Kazakhstani scholars.
The findings also have broader implications for understanding intellectual migration within global knowledge economies. Existing literature on highly skilled migration suggests that globalization has increased competition for academic talent, particularly among countries capable of offering stronger institutional environments, research capacity, and professional mobility (Czaika & de Haas, 2014; OECD, 2019; Freeman, 2010). In this context, the migration of Kazakhstani scholars reflects not only individual career aspirations but also structural tensions between national academic systems and global academic labor markets. The findings therefore support arguments that intellectual migration should be understood as both a national development issue and a transnational phenomenon shaped by unequal institutional opportunities across countries.
These findings also indicate the potential importance of transnational academic engagement and diaspora-oriented approaches. Migration literature increasingly suggests that highly skilled migration should not be viewed exclusively as a permanent loss of national human capital, but also as a potential source of transnational collaboration, knowledge exchange, and scientific networking (Latova & Savinkov, 2012; Ganguli, 2015; Castles et al., 2020). In this regard, policies encouraging diaspora engagement, international research collaboration, visiting scholar initiatives, and return migration opportunities may provide more sustainable responses to intellectual migration than restrictive migration approaches. Such strategies may allow scholars abroad to contribute to domestic academic and scientific development while maintaining participation in global research networks.
In conclusion, intellectual migration from Kazakhstan reflects broader structural tensions between domestic academic systems and the evolving global knowledge economy. Political uncertainty, institutional distrust, limited meritocratic opportunities, and structural economic challenges emerged as important push factors shaping participants’ migration decisions. At the same time, pull factors such as academic freedom, institutional stability, professional integration, and opportunities for personal and professional development abroad played a central role in attracting scholars to destination countries.
Consistent with broader migration scholarship emphasizing the multidimensional nature of highly skilled migration (de Haas, 2011; Castles et al., 2020), the findings indicate that academic migration from Kazakhstan cannot be understood solely through economic explanations. Rather, migration decisions among scholars are shaped by the interaction of institutional quality, governance conditions, professional recognition, career opportunities, and quality-of-life considerations. Consequently, policies addressing intellectual migration may be more effective when focused not only on financial incentives, but also on strengthening institutional transparency, merit-based academic systems, research infrastructure, international academic engagement, and trust in public and academic institutions. Ultimately, the migration of Kazakhstani scholars reflects not merely individual ambition, but broader structural dynamics associated with participation in an increasingly globalized and competitive knowledge economy.
Limitations and Future Recommendations 
This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. First, its qualitative nature and limited sample size constrain the generalizability of the findings, as the experiences of a select group of already-migrated academics may not represent the broader academic community in Kazakhstan, including those who chose to stay. Additionally, participants’ accounts may be influenced by retrospective bias, as they reflect on their decisions after the fact. The findings also reflect a specific political and economic period, which may shift over time, affecting the relevance of conclusions in future contexts. Future research should consider comparative studies across different post-Soviet or Global South countries to identify common patterns or divergences in academic migration. Longitudinal studies could offer insight into the evolving motivations and impacts of migration over time, while policy-focused evaluations could assess the effectiveness of Kazakhstan’s strategies to retain or reintegrate academic talent. Finally, further institutional-level research could explore how specific governance practices or working conditions contribute to migration decisions.
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