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SOCIAL PRACTICES OF REPATRIATE INTEGRATION
IN KAZAKHSTAN:
THE CASE OF THE ZHETYSU REGION

The issue of repatriates’ integration into society has become increasingly important in the context of
global migration processes, demographic changes, and state policies aimed at supporting ethnic return
migrants. The purpose of this study is to identify the main social practices influencing the integration
of repatriates living in the Zhetysu Region of Kazakhstan and to determine the factors that facilitate or
hinder their social adaptation. The methodological framework of the study is based on a quantitative
sociological approach. Empirical data were collected through a structured survey of 787 repatriates per-
manently residing in different districts of the Zhetysu Region. The data were analyzed using descriptive
statistics, correlation analysis, and tests of association between variables. The findings demonstrate that
the social integration of repatriates is a complex and multidimensional process shaped by a combina-
tion of social, cultural, and institutional factors. The most significant predictors of a sense of belonging
include stable social ties with local residents, understanding of cultural norms, and participation in
everyday social interactions. The value of the study lies in providing large-scale empirical evidence on
the everyday integration practices of repatriates within the regional context of Kazakhstan. The results
expand current understanding of the mechanisms underlying social belonging and confirm the need to
conceptualize integration as a multi-level process involving social relationships, cultural adaptation, and
institutional interaction. The practical significance of the study lies in the potential use of its findings by
regional authorities, non-governmental organizations, and social service providers for the development
of targeted support measures for repatriates. The implementation of such measures may contribute to
strengthening social cohesion, increasing repatriates’ participation in local community life, and improv-
ing the overall effectiveness of social integration policies.

Keywords: repatriates, social integration, social practices, sense of belonging, Kazakhstan.
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Ka3akcTaHAafFbl penaTpuaHTTapAbIH, MHTErPaLUsCbIHbIH,
aAeyMeTTiK Toxxipubeaepi: XKeTicy eHipi MbicarbiHAQ

PenaTpuaHTTapAblH KoFamfFa MHTerpaumsAaHy MaceAeci >kahaHAbIK, Kelwi-KOH YAepicTepimeH,
AemorpausiAblK,  ©3repiCTeEpMEH  K8He KON KeAreH 3THUKaAbIK, —Ka3akKTapAbl KOAAayFa
GaFbITTaAFaH MEMAEKETTIK casicaTreH GarAaHbICTbl ePeKLLE ©3eKTiAIKKE 1e GOAbIM OTbIp. 3epTTeyAiH
MakcaTbl — KasakcTaHHbIH JKeTicy 06AbICbIHAQ TYpaTblH PenaTpMaHTTapAblH, MHTErpaLmsacbiHa biKNaA
eTeTiH Herisri aAeyMeTTiK TaxipnbeAepAi aHbIKTay, COHAAM-aK, OAAPAbIH, BAEYMETTIK GeriMaenyiHe
bIKMaA eTEeTiH HeMece KeAepri KeATipeTiH dpakTopAapAbl alKbIHAQY. 3epTTeyAiH dAICHAaMAAbIK, HEri3iH
CaHAbIK, 9AEYMETTaHyAbIK, TOCIA KypaAbl. DMMMPMKaAbIK, AepekTep >KeTicy O0OAbICbIHbIH, 8pTYPAI
ayAaHAApPbIHAQ TYPaKTbl TYpaTblH 787 penaTpuaHT apacbiHAQ XXYPri3iAreH KypblAbIMAQHFaH cayaAHama
HOTUXKECIHAE >KMHaKTaAAbl. AepekTepai OHAEYAe CMMaTTaMaAblK, CTaTUCTMKA, KOPPEASUMSAbIK,
TaAAdy XXoHe GeAriaepaiH e3apa 6alAaHbICbIH TaAAQY DAICTEPI KOAAAHBIAABL. 3epTTey HOTUXKEAEepi
pernaTtpuaHTTapAblH 9AEYMETTIK MHTErpauusicbl 9AYMETTIK, MOAEHW >X8HEe WHCTUTYLMOHAAADIK,
(hakTOpAApPAbIH >KMbIHTbIFbIHA TOYEAAI KYPAEAI 8pi KernKbIpAbl YAepic ekeHiH kepceTTi. XKepriAikTi
TYPFbIHAGPMEH TYPakTbl 9AEYMETTIK GarAaHbICTapAblH OOAYbl, MOAEHM HOPMAAAPAbI TYCIHY >KeHe
KYHAEAIKTI ©AEYMEeTTIK ©e3apa 9peKeTTecTiKKe KaTbICy TMECIAIAIK Ce3iMIiHIH KaAbInTacyblHa eH
MaHbI3Abl bIKMaA eTeTiH pakTopAap PeTiHAE aHblKTaAAbl. 3epTTeyAiH, KYHAbIAbIFbI Ka3akCTaHHbIH
OHIPAIK  KOHTEKCIHAEri  pernaTpvaHTTapAblH,  KYHAEAIKTI  MHTErpaumsAbik, Toxipnbeaepi Typaabl
ayKbIMABI 3MMUPUKAABIK, AepeKTep YCbIHYbIHAQ XaTbIp. AAbIHFAH HOTUXKEAEP BAEYMETTIK TUEeCIAIAIK
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Social practices of repatriate integration in Kazakhstan: the case of the Zhetysu region

TYCIHIKTEPAI KEHEMTIN, MHTerpaumsiHbl SAEYMETTIK KaTbIHACTAPAbl, MOAEHM OEMIMAEAYAI XKXOHE MHC-
TUTYLMOHAAABIK, ©3apa 9peKeTTeCTIKTI KaMTUTbIH KeMAEHIelAl YAEpIiC peTiHAE KapacTbIpy KAaXKeTTiriH
ADAEAAENAI. 3epTTeyAiH MPAKTUKAABIK, MaHbI3bl OHbIH HOTUXKEAEPIH BHIPAIK MEMAEKETTIK opraHaap,
YKIMETTIK eMeC yMbIMAQp >X8HEe OAeyMETTIK KbI3MEeTTep TaparblHaH pernaTpuaHTTapAbl KOAAQYAbIH,
HblCaHaAbl 6aFAapAaManapbiH 93ipAeyAe KOAAAHY MYMKIHAIMIMEH arkbiHAAAaAbl. MyHAQRM LuapaAap-
Abl >Ky3€re acblpy 9AeyMeTTiK GipAIKTI HblFalTyFa, penarpuaHTTapAblH >KepriAikTi KaybIMAACTbIKTap
OeMipiHe KaTbICy AEHreniH apTTbipyFa >X8He OAAPAbIH 9AEYMETTIK MHTEerpaumsaChbiHbIH, TUIMAI XKYNeCiH
KAAbINTACTbIPYFa bIKMAA eTeAl.

Ty¥iH ce3aep: OpaAMaHAAP, SAEYMETTIK MHTErpaLms, 9AEYMETTIK Taxipubeaep, TMECIAIAIK cesimi,
Ka3akcTaH.
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CoumanbHble NPaKTUKK MHTerpauum penaTpMaHToB
B Ka3zaxcraHe: Ha npumepe XKeTbICyCKOro permoHa

[MpobAaeMa MHTerpaumm penaTpuaHToB B 06LWECTBO NprobpeAa 0cobyo akTyaAbHOCTb B CBSI3U C
rA0GAAbHONM MUrpaLmeit, AeMOrpadhuuecKUMM M3MEHEHMSIMU U TOCYAAPCTBEHHON MOAUTUKONM B OTHO-
LUeHMM BO3BPALLEHNS MUIPaHTOB. LleAblo MCCAeAOBaHUS SIBASIETCS BbISIBAEHWE OCHOBHbIX COLIMAAbHbIX
NpaKkTMK, BAMSIIOLMX HA MHTErpauMio penaTpuaHToB, npoxkusatolmx B XKetbicyckon ob6aactn Kasax-
CTaHa, a TakXXe ornpeAeAeHue (PakTopoB, CMOCOBCTBYIOWMX VMAM MPENSTCTBYIOWMX MX COLIMAAbHOM
apanTaumMu. MeToAOAOrMYECKYo OCHOBY MCCAEAOBAHMS COCTaBUA KOAMYECTBEHHbIN COLIMOAOrMYECKMIA
MOAXOA. DMNMPUUECKME AQHHbIE ObIAM MOAYUEHbI B pe3yAbTaTe CTPYKTYPUPOBAHHOIO onpoca 787 pe-
NaTPMAHTOB, MOCTOSIHHO MPOXKMBAIOLLMX B PA3AMUHbIX parioHax XKeTbicyckon obaacTu. Aas 06paboTkm
AQHHBIX MCMOAB30BAaAMCb METOAbI OMMCATEAbHOM CTATMCTUKU, KOPPEASLIMOHHOIO aHaAM3a M aHaAM3a
COMPSYKEHHOCTU MPU3HAKOB. Pe3yAbTaTbl UCCAEAOBaHMS MOKA3aAM, YTO COLMAAbHAst MHTerpaums pena-
TPUMAHTOB MPEACTABASIET COOOM CAOXHbBIA M MHOFOMEPHbIN MPOLECC, 3aBUCSLLMIA OT COBOKYMHOCTU CO-
LMAAbHbIX, KYABTYPHbIX M MHCTUTYLIMOHAAbHbIX (hakTOpoB. HanboAee 3HaUMMbIMU NMPEAMKTOPAMU UyB-
CTBa MPUHAAAEXKHOCTM BbICTYMAIOT HAAMYME YCTOMUMBBIX COLMAABHBIX CBSI3€M C MECTHBIMU XUTEASIMU,
MOHMMAHKWE KYAbTYPHbIX HOPM M y4yacTue B MOBCEAHEBHOM COLIMAaAbHOM B3aMMOAENcTBUM. LleHHoCTb
NPOBEAEHHOIO MCCAEAOBAHMS COCTOUT B MOAYYEHUM MACLUTAGHBIX SMIMPUYUECKMX AQHHbBIX O MOBCEA-
HeBHbIX MpakTMKax MHTerpauum penaTpraHToB B PerMoHaAbHOM KoHTekcTe KasaxcTtaHa. [oAyyeHHble
pe3yAbTaTbl PACLUMPSIIOT COBPEMEHHble MPEACTAaBAEHUS O MexaHu3Max (DOPMMPOBAHMS COLMAABHOM
NPUHAAAEXKHOCTM U MOATBEPXKAAIOT HEOOXOAMMOCTb PACCMOTPEHMSI MHTErpaLmin Kak MHOTOYPOBHEBO-
ro NpoLLecca, BKAIOYAIOLLErO COLMAAbHbIE OTHOLLEHMS, KYAbTYPHYIO aAanTaLMio U MHCTUTYLLMOHAABHOE
B3aMmoaencTeume. MNpakTnyeckoe 3HaueHne paboTbl 3aKAIOHAETCS B BO3MOXXHOCTU MCMIOAb30BaHMS MO-
AYYEHHBIX Pe3yAbTAaTOB PEermoHaAbHbIMM OpraHamMu BAACTW, HENpaBUTEAbCTBEHHbIMW OpraHU3aLMsIMm
M COUMAAbHBIMU CAYXXOaMM AAS pa3paboTKM aapecHbIX Mep MOAAEPIKKM penaTpuaHToB. Peaansaums
TaKMX MEp MOXKET CNOCOBCTBOBATb YKPEMAEHMIO COLLMAABHOM CMAOUEHHOCTU, MOBbILLEHMIO YPOBHS yua-
CTWS PENaTPUAHTOB B XKM3HM MECTHbIX COOBLLECTB 1 CO3AAHMIO GoAee IPPEKTUBHON CUCTEMbI UX CO-
LUMAAbHOM MHTerpaumm.

KAtoueBble cAOBa: penaTpuaHTbl, COLMaAbHas MHTErpaLmsi, COuMaAbHble NMPaKTUKM, YyBCTBO MpU-
HaaAexkHocTH, KasaxcTaH.

Introduction

The study of the social integration practices of
returnees is due to increased global migration, de-
mographic changes and government programmes.
Repatriates often find themselves in unique situ-
ations related to their ethnic origin, but they are
also exposed to the social and cultural influence of
the countries of previous residence, which creates
complicated ways of adaptation (Barrett, 2013). Re-
search shows that successful integration depends
not only on structural conditions, such as employ-
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ment, housing and education, but also on daily so-
cial activity, which contributes to the formation of
a sense of belonging, recognition and participation
in community life (Ager, 2008; Ryan, 2017). In the
post-Soviet and Central Asian contexts, repatriation
has become an important strategy of state-building
and demographic change. In this context, govern-
ment repatriation programmes have served as de-
mographic and political instruments. Their aim is
to address population decline, promote resettlement
in key areas and help ethnic minorities who have
returned home to join the nation-building efforts.



V. Yenseyeva et al.

However, the mechanisms of support from state
institutions are often inconsistent and applied un-
evenly (Zhanbossinova, 2019). Returnees often face
language barriers, bureaucratic complexities and
limited access to social networks, which makes their
integration difficult despite the existence of formal
citizenship rights (Diener, 2007). Analysis of every-
day social practices such as community interaction,
cultural participation, support networks and identity
reconciliation provides important insights into how
returnees adapt to the new social environment and
form a sense of belonging. Given these factors it is
important to understand the factors that promote or
hinder the integration of returnees into contempo-
rary societies. It complements broader discussions
on migration, citizenship, social cohesion and the
role of the state in creating an enabling environment
for returning populations. By focusing on social
practices, not just structural indicators, the study
presents a detailed, human-centred perspective that
is crucial for informed policy development and tar-
geted social support programs.

Research hypotheses:

H,: Returnees with wider social networks, such
as relatives, neighbors and social groups, exhibit a
higher level of integration.

H,: The level of education and the degree of
professional involvement are positively related to
the overall level of social adaptation.

The results of the study provide valuable data to
the regional authorities in Zhetysu, enabling them
to improve integration programmes and address ex-
isting problems such as language adaptation, access
to public services and uneven availability of sup-
port networks. Results can also help NGOs, social
service providers and community organizations to
design targeted interventions that reflect the real ex-
periences of returnees and contribute to long-term
social cohesion in the region.

Literature review

The problem of ethnic return migration to Ka-
zakhstan has been widely studied in terms of its his-
torical context, political framework and consequenc-
es for integration. Early studies of Kazakh diasporas
highlight the diversity of historical paths that led to
the formation of Kazakh communities abroad. Some
groups have faced forced displacement, hunger or
political repression, especially during the Soviet
era. Others, such as the Kazakhs in Mongolia and
parts of China, have experienced longer-term prob-
lems related to changes in imperial borders, resettle-

ment policies, and socio-economic marginalization
rather than direct coercion (Amanzhol, 2014; Diener,
2007). Therefore, the Kazakh diasporas were formed
in different historical contexts and developed unique
social, cultural and linguistic characteristics. After
Kazakhstan gained independence in 1991, the State
repatriation policy was aimed at encouraging the re-
turn of ethnic Kazakhs, but reverse migration was se-
lective, partial and uneven. Many diaspora communi-
ties have settled abroad for long periods, sometimes
for generations, while others have engaged in cyclical
or delayed migration rather than permanent return. In
these circumstances, repatriation has served as an in-
strument of demographic and nation-building. Sym-
bolically strengthened ethnic succession, increased
the share of ethnic Kazakhs and supported the state’s
efforts to redefine national identity in the post-Soviet
era rather than acting as a universal or mandatory
process. However, the returnees faced considerable
difficulties in adapting to the social, economic and
cultural realities of their «historical homeland». A
considerable amount of research is devoted to the
institutional and political context of repatriation. A
comparative study by Zeveleva (2014) conducted in
Germany, Russia and Kazakhstan shows that repa-
triation programmes are only effective when they in-
clude practical support such as material assistance, le-
gal status and demand in the labor market along with
ideological narrative about statehood. In Kazakhstan,
this view suggests that repatriation was presented as
a way to correct past injustices and strengthen the in-
digenous nation. But it is also limited by changing
economic priorities and migration policies.

Werner (2017) introduce the concept of «privi-
leged exception» to describe the contradictory situ-
ation of returnees who enjoy legitimate rights and
welcome, but still face language barriers, daily
discrimination and incomplete belonging to post-
Soviet society. In this broader context, a number
of studies focused on adaptation and integration.
Amanzhol (2014) documents the wave of Kazakh
emigration and the extent of return after indepen-
dence. They found that many returnees face bu-
reaucratic obstacles, difficulties in recognizing their
qualifications and finding housing and work even
with official support. Zhapakov (2020) analyzes
employment issues, arguing that unemployment
and underemployment often force returnees into in-
ternal migration, making them a vulnerable part of
Kazakhstan’s labor force. The results highlight that
citizenship alone is not sufficient for integration, ac-
cess to stable employment and effective inclusion in
local labour markets are crucial.
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Other researchers stress the importance of civil
society and community organizations in promoting
integration. Kaiser (2020) explores membership-
based returnee organizations providing services to
NGOs established by returnees to facilitate settle-
ment and social integration. He shows that these
organizations provide legal assistance, language
courses, cultural events and mutual support, which
is very important for new arrivals. At the same time,
the authors argue that these organizations are dif-
ficult to become effective collective votes and have
limited ability to influence public policy or mobilize
as a social movement for returnees (Bokayev, 2012).
Recent studies are increasingly focusing on the ex-
periences of young returnees and students. Taldy-
bayeva (2021) studies the fate of young «kandastary,
who came to Kazakhstan on state scholarships, and
compares their hopes for a «historical homelandy.
Despite opportunities for education, young return-
ees still face barriers related to language, social net-
works and regional inequalities. This suggests that
the state’s initiative to attract young people from the
diaspora has had mixed results for their long-term
integration. Zharkynbekova et. all (2024) discusses
the socio-cultural integration of young returnees,
showing that higher education and participation in
areas such as construction, services, medicine and
teaching, along with strong family ties, help them
adapt. However, traditional attitudes and strong
group bonds also form certain cultural bonds.
Based on the concept of transnationalism Zharkyn-
bekova et. al. (2024) study the role of the family
in the adaptation of ethnic Kazakh students from
Mongolia and China. Their study, conducted using
mixed methods, shows that many young returnees
maintain close transnational family ties that sup-
port their emotional health and allow them to focus
on possible re-migration. Students from Mongolia,
who often have more extensive family ties in Ka-
zakhstan and communicate with relatives more fre-
quently, adapt more smoothly than students from
China, who often experience emotional distance
from their families and are more likely to return
home after graduation. The study refutes previous
perceptions of return migration as a one-off event,
showing that the lives of returnees are closely
linked to ongoing cross-border social dynamics
(Zhailybayev, 2020).

Comparative analysis also contributes to the
understanding of identity and belonging among re-
turnees. The study by Kos¢-Ryzko (2016) on Poles
returning from Kazakhstan reveals serious «identity
dilemmas» and a sense of estrangement. Although
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many of them yearn to return home, in Poland they
are often considered «too Soviet» and their claims
of national identity are disputed. The results relate
to the situation in Kazakhstan, where local resi-
dents may call returnees «Chinese» or «Mongols»
which illustrates how ethnic backward migration
can lead to new forms of isolation rather than direct
acceptance. In general, the literature on returnees
from Kazakhstan highlights several key aspects of
integration: (1) the historical and political context
of repatriation programs, (2) the conflict between
legal-symbolic inclusiveness and socio-economic
or cultural isolation, (3) the importance of employ-
ment, education and civil society organizations for
adaptation, as well as (4) the unique vulnerabilities
and resources of young returnees in transnational
family networks. However, most existing studies
are based on qualitative interviews, policy analysis
or case studies focused on major cities and indi-
vidual subgroups. There is a need for systematically
collected quantitative data reflecting the daily prac-
tice of integration in regional settings and medium-
sized cities. Focusing on repatriates living in the
Zhaoysusy region and using a large-scale survey,
this study addresses this gap and allows for a more
detailed analysis of factors such as demographic
characteristics, place of origin and local social con-
ditions.

Materials and methods

Data were collected through a structured survey
of returnees permanently residing in various parts
of the Zhetysu region during the period from July to
November 2025. The final sample included 787 reli-
able responses. The survey covered areas such as:

- demographic and socio-economic characteris-
tics;

- country of origin;

- household composition;

- education, employment and material well-be-
ing;

- social integration indicators and everyday so-
cial practices.

The data were processed with SPSS Statistics
using descriptive statistics, cross-tabulations and
correlation analysis. The socio-demographic struc-
ture of the respondents shows a significant internal
diversity in terms of age, education, employment
and country of origin, which ensures representa-
tiveness of the data set for analysis of the integra-
tion patterns of returnees in the Zhetysu region (see
Table 1).
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Table 1

Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents (N = 787)

Characteristic Category N %
Gender Male 295 37.5
Female 492 62.5

18-24 41 52

25-34 103 13.1
Age 35-44 333 423
45-54 130 16.5

55-64 158 20.1

65+ 22 2.8
Taldykorgan (urban — regional capital) 219 27.8
Tekeli (urban — city of regional significance) 100 12.7

Panfilov district (Zharkent) (semi-urban — district centre) 40 5.1

Sarkand (semi-urban — district centre) 15 1.9

. Alakol District (Usharal) (semi-urban — district centre) 50 6.4

Place of residence

Karatal District (Ushtobe) (semi-urban — district centre) 226 28.7

Aksu District (rural) 19 24

Eskeldi District (rural) 56 7.1

Kerbulak District (rural) 14 1.8

Koksu District (rural) 48 6.1
Single (never married) 131 16.6
Marital status Married 549 69.8
Divorced 73 9.3

Widowed 34 43
1-2 children 234 29.7
Children 3—4 children 272 34.6
More than 4 children 140 17.8
No children 141 17.9
Primary and general secondary education 91 11.6
Secondary vocational education (college) 169 21.5

Education Higher education (bachelor’s degree) 426 54.1
Postgraduate education (master’s, doctoral) 84 10.7

No formal education 17 2.2

Employee in the public sector 237 30.1

Employee in the private sector 74 9.4
Entrepreneur 108 13.7

Self-employed 52 6.6

Employment status ~ Student 138 17.5
Homemaker 60 7.6

Pensioner 29 3.7

Unemployed 37 4.7

Other 52 6.6
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Continuation of the table

Characteristic Category N %

Insufficient even for food 40 5.1

Enough for food, but buying clothes is difficult 91 11.6

Enough for daily expenses, but large purchases are difficult 247 31.4

Material situation  Enough for all necessities, but cannot afford a car or housing 218 27.7
Enough for everything, including expensive purchases (car,

housing, etc.) 125 159

Difficult to answer 66 8.4

China (PRC) 568 72.2

Uzbekistan 85 10.8

Country of residence Mongolia 50 6.4

before migration Russia 56 7.1

Kyrgyzstan 20 2.5

Turkmenistan 8 1.0

The study met standard ethical standards, par-
ticipation was completely voluntary and anony-
mous. Respondents were aware of the purpose of
the study, the anonymity of the data and their right
to opt out at any time. No personal information was
collected. The use of targeted sampling is suitable
for hard-to-reach groups such as returnees, but it
limits the generalizability of results beyond the Zhe-
tysu region. Data reported by respondents may also
be affected by social desirability bias. However, the
large sample size (N = 787) and the coverage of sev-
eral areas enhance the reliability of the dataset and
enable meaningful comparisons.

Results and discussion

The analysis of the survey data began with an
examination of the links between key socio-demo-
graphic characteristics of returnees and their sense
of belonging to the local community. As belonging
to a community is an important element of social
integration, the identification of patterns among de-
mographic groups helps to understand basic trends
in integration. Table 2 presents an analysis of the
distribution of responses by main categories, where
the strongest links were found for age, place of
residence, marital status and number of children, as
well as sex, showed significant differences but they
were comparatively weaker.

The results show that the sense of integration
among returnees varies and changes systemati-
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cally according to different demographic factors.
Integration varies greatly between different age
groups. Young respondents were more likely to
express a positive sense of belonging, while older
age groups were more likely to say «not at all»
(46.2%) or «rather not» (44.3%) when asked about
their sense of belonging to the local community.
Young people may have better social mobility,
a wider range of communication and greater in-
volvement in work and education. The findings are
consistent with previous studies which show that
older migrants often face large structural and lan-
guage barriers (Smarika, 2023). Problems hinder
their ability to connect with host communities and
feel part of them. Further, the place of residence
proved to be an important factor determining the
integration process, so that the returnees living in
different parts of Zhetysu region reported signifi-
cant differences in their sense of belonging, ac-
cording to local conditions, urban or rural, access
to social services and community openness. Simi-
lar results are corroborated by existing studies on
the social integration of migrants, which highlight
how social ties and resettlement conditions affect
emotional and social attachment to new places.
Studies on migrant integration and attachment to
place show that building meaningful relationships
and access to support networks greatly enhance
the sense of belonging of migrants, regardless of
economic factors or interaction with the majority
population (Wessendorf, 2019; Bruhn, 2023).
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Table 2

Association between socio-demographic characteristics and sense of belonging, N = 787

Socio-demographic

factor © df p-value Interpretation

Gender 22.14 4 <0.001 Significant but weak association

Age 475.47 20 <0.001 Strong association; younger groups report higher belonging
Respondents living in urban areas (Taldykorgan, Tekeli) report higher

Place of residence 210.33 36 <0.001 levels of belonging compared to those residing in semi-urban district
centres and predominantly rural districts.

Marital status 101.51 12 <0.001 Married respondents most integrated

Number of children 80.22 12 <0.001 Families with children report stronger belonging

Education 155.77 16 406 Higher education linked to higher belonging

Employment status 187.94 28 <0.001 Students and public-sector workers most integrated

Material well-being 92.88 20 152 Better-off households feel more included
Significant differences in belonging are observed across countries of

Country of origin 160.65 20 <0.001 origin, with comparatively higher levels reported by respondents from

China and Mongolia than by those from Uzbekistan and Russia.

Note: Sense of belonging is based on respondents’ answers to the question “Do you feel yourself to be part of the local community?”’

(five-point Likert scale). Statistical significance was assessed using Pearson's chi-square test.

Further, family status and household structure
also influenced the sense of belonging, so respon-
dents who are married and have children, espe-
cially in large families, were more likely to feel
strongly connected with their local communities.
Trends confirm theories that emphasize the im-
portance of family and kinship ties in promoting
integration processes. Families often provide both
emotional support and access to broader social
networks, resulting in stronger connections and
greater involvement in community life (Spitzer,
2018). Integration in this context is a complex pro-
cess involving both objective circumstances and
personal experience. It seems to be shaped by in-
dividual resources and local capacities, consistent
with migration studies that emphasize the diversity

Figure 1
Distribution of sense of belonging by legal status, N= 787
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of migrants’ integration and the need to take social
relationships into account.

The analysis shows a link between the legal
status of respondents and their sense of belonging
to the local community. The answers show a clear
and significant trend, so those returnees who have
already obtained citizenship of Kazakhstan report
the highest level of sense of belonging, followed
by people with permanent residence. Furthermore,
holders of temporary residence permits have the
lowest sense of belonging (see Fig. 1). The pattern
is consistent with existing studies that highlight how
legal security, stable residence and access to rights
have a significant impact on migrants’ emotional
connections and their participation in community
life (Montes, 2025).
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The chi-square results show that these differ-
ences are highly significant (y2 = 35.48, df = &, p
< 0.001), where it is shown that legal status plays
an important role in subjectivity. The criterion for a
plausible relationship gives a similar result (43.848,
df =8, p < 0.001), which confirms the force of the
bond. Although the linear relation is not significant
at the level of 0.05 (p = 0.055), this is not surpris-
ing since the legal status categories are not strictly
ordinal, so they do not form a linear progression.
However, the overall distribution clearly shows
how legal instability affects integration outcomes.
The results are consistent with international studies

Table 3

showing that migrants with unstable or temporary
legal status often experience weaker emotional at-
tachment, less trust and more limited access to social
institutions (Rottmann, 2020). Taken together, these
factors have a negative impact on their subjective
integration and studies on legal instability and the
sense of belonging of migrants show similar trends
in Europe and Asia (Platt, 2022; Fouka, 2022). Fur-
ther correlation analysis of the internal structure of
social integration between the sense of belonging of
respondents showed that the sense of belonging is
moderately and positively related to the main indi-
cators of social integration (see table. 3).

Correlations between sense of belonging and key indicators of social integration

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Do you feel that you are part of the local 1
community?
How many close friends do you have ;368" 1
among local residents? ,000
How well do you understand local cultural | »351 T 2807 1
norms and traditions? ,000 ,000
How often do you spend your free time ,184™ | 088" |,227" 1
with local residents? ,000 ,014 | ,000
How often do you participate in local ,013 013 |,197™| 287" 1
cultural events? 707 ,709 ,000 ,000 )
Do you participate in the activities of local | =044 | ,037 |,189| ,208™ | ,230" 1
public or non-governmental organizations? | 214 ,306 | ,000 | ,000 ,000
How do you assess the accessibility of J16™ | 015 | ,084" | ,085" | ,036 | ,053 1
government services? ,001 ,674 | ,018 | ,017 314 | ,139 .
Have you experienced difficulties in ,061 ,010 ,007 | -,002 -,021 | -,005 |,301™ 1
completing administrative procedures or
obtaining legal status? ,089 769 | 844 | 948 ,557 | ,893 | ,000
Have you experienced discrimination ,105™ | ,004 | ,022 | ,029 ,008 | ,003 |,308" | ,324™ 1
because you are a repatriate? ,003 909 | 536 | 414 ,822 | ,941 | ,000 | ,000 .
How comfortable do you feel expressing| -078" | -,045 | ,028 | ,038 ,039 | 011 |,237"| ,294™ |,266™ | 1
your cultural identity? ,028 | 211 | 430 | 283 | 270 | ,763 | ,000 | ,000 | 000

**_Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed).
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (two-tailed).

The strongest relationship with a sense of be-
longing to the local community is found in the num-
ber of close local friends (r = 0.368, p < 0.01) and
understanding of local cultural norms and traditions
(r = 0.351, p < 0.01). The results point to a close
relationship between belonging, social connections
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and cultural knowledge among returning migrants.
Stronger links with local residents and better un-
derstanding of cultural norms are associated with
a higher level of perceived sense of belonging, al-
though the direction of this relationship cannot be
established in this study. There is a weaker, but still
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significant positive relationship between sense of
belonging and the frequency of free time with local
residents (r = 0.184, p < 0.01), that informal daily
interaction contributes to the formation of a sense of
belonging, although not to such an extent, as stable
social connections and cultural understanding. It is
interesting that participation in local cultural events
does not demonstrate a significant direct relationship
with the sense of belonging (r = 0.013, p = 0.707).
Occasional attendance at public events may not be
enough to create a strong sense of belonging with-
out constant personal interaction. Participation in
local public or non-governmental organizations also
does not demonstrate a significant direct connection
(r = -0.044, p = 0.214). In this case, formal civic
participation does not automatically lead to a sense
of belonging, especially when such participation is
limited or not accompanied by meaningful social in-
teraction. Institutional factors show a different but
more complex picture, so the sense of accessibility
of public services is positively related to the sense
of belonging (r = 0.116, p < 0.01) and may indicate
that a sense of involvement in institutional affairs
and administrative support contribute moderately
to a sense of belonging. Perceived discrimination
is weak but strongly related to sense of belonging
(r=0.105, p <0.01), while administrative difficul-
ties do not demonstrate a statistically significant di-
rect connection (r = 0.061, p = 0.089). These find-
ings suggest that negative institutional experiences
related to discrimination may coincide with lower
levels of belonging, although their overall impact is
much smaller than the impact of interpersonal and
cultural aspects. It is noteworthy that administrative
difficulties and experiences of discrimination are
strongly correlated with each other (r=0.301-0.324,
p <0.01) and are also related to lower perceived ac-
cessibility of public services. Taken together, these
correlations point to the pattern of institutional iso-
lation, understood here as a combination of bureau-
cratic barriers and perceived discriminatory treat-
ment that forms a negative perception by returnees
of the institutional environment, rather than as a
separate analytical cluster. Comfort in the expres-
sion of its cultural identity demonstrates a weak but
statistically significant positive relationship with the
sense of belonging (r =0.078, p <0.05). At the same
time, this indicator is more strongly related to insti-
tutional factors and experiences of discrimination,
suggesting that the expression of cultural identity
among returnees depends not only on individual
confidence, but also from perceived acceptance and
security in the social and institutional context. The

analysis shows that the sense of belonging among
returnees is largely determined by interpersonal and
cultural factors rather than formal participation or
individual events. Strong social ties with local peo-
ple and a good understanding of cultural norms are
the strongest predictors of belonging. At the same
time, access to institutions and experiences of dis-
crimination play a secondary but important role in
this context. The results confirm the idea that inte-
gration is a relational, context-dependent and mul-
tidimensional process where regular social interac-
tion and cultural exposure are more important than
formal or sporadic participation.

Following the scheme introduced by Ager and
Strang (2008), integration occurs at the intersection
of social relations, cultural acquaintance, access to
institutions and personal experience of belonging.
Previous studies indicate that older migrants and
returnees often face additional challenges related
to language learning, access to work, and social
mobility, resulting in reduced social connectivity
and increased vulnerability (Barrett, 2013; KC et
al., 2023). The current results support this view by
showing that the sense of belonging of returnees di-
minishes with age. Also, integration policies should
not be universal, but use age-appropriate strategies
to meet the special needs of older returnees and de-
velop a sense of belonging through daily interac-
tions in specific local conditions, not only through
national politics (Ryan, 2017; Wessendorf, 2019).
Regional differences observed in the Zhetysu region
indicate that differences in local infrastructure, so-
cial networks and openness of host communities af-
fect the chances of meaningful participation. Family
factors are also crucial for understanding integration
dynamics. The relationship between family status,
household structure and sense of belonging supports
theories that consider family and kinship networks
as essential for social integration. Previous studies
show that families provide emotional support, help
connect people to informal networks and encourage
participation in public life, especially in post-Soviet
and Central Asian contexts where family ties are vi-
tal (Spitzer, 2018; Zharkynbekova et al., 2024). For
returnees, family networks appear to fill the gaps left
by institutions and reduce the risk of social exclu-
sion, reinforcing the idea that integration is deeply
rooted in everyday public practice.

The results of the legal status study further clar-
ify the discussion on symbolic and real integration.
Although returnees are often seen as members of the
core country and recipients of government support
under the repatriation policy, the results show that
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legal security is a key factor in forming a sense of
belonging which confirms the concept «privileged
exception», described by Werner et al. (2017), ac-
cording to which the repatriates officially belong to
the country but still face social distance and uncer-
tainty. Studies from other countries also show that
unstable or temporary legal status can harm the sense
of belonging by limiting access to rights, services
and stable positions (Rottmann et al., 2020; Platt et
al., 2022). Thus, legal status is not simply a category
of documents but a social factor of integration that
affects daily interaction and how people perceive
their own integration. Also, the relational and cul-
tural aspects of integration are more associated with
a sense of belonging than formal or episodic par-
ticipation. According to the studies of differentiated
inclusion by Ryan (2017) and relational affiliation
by Bruhn & Gonzales, (2023) stable connections
with local residents and understanding of cultural
norms are the most powerful factors associated with
belonging. By contrast, the weak link between be-
longing and formal participation in organizations
or events suggests that symbolic participation alone
is not sufficient for deep social integration without
permanent, meaningful social interaction. The study
shows that social integration among returnees is a
multi-layered and coordinated process influenced by
personal resources, family structures, local contexts
and institutional frameworks. It deepens our under-
standing of how the sense of belonging is formed in
practice. The conclusions are important for integra-
tion policy, suggesting that effective support to re-
turnees should take into account not only legal and
economic aspects but also social and interpersonal
foundations of everyday integration.

Conclusion

The analysis shows that social integration
among returnees is not a simple or automatic pro-
cess after their return. The data obtained confirm the
first hypothesis, which assumes that returnees with
wider informal social networks experience a higher
level of social integration. Key indicators related to
personal relationships such as having close friends
among the local population, regular communication
with local residents and awareness of cultural norms
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are crucial for a sense of belonging and show In-
formal relationships and deep connections are vital
to the integration of returnees into local communi-
ties. Furthermore, the second hypothesis is partially
confirmed because although education and employ-
ment are linked to the results of integration, their
influence seems to be conditional. Higher education
and labour force participation are conducive to in-
tegration, mainly in combination with the oppor-
tunities for social interaction, access to institutions
and participation in community life, indicating that
human capital alone does not guarantee integration,
if it does not exist in a favourable social and insti-
tutional framework. The results also confirm the
third hypothesis, showing that returnees from dif-
ferent countries of origin have different integration
paths. Differences are due to differences in cultural
distance, previous cultural experience, language ad-
aptation and mobility models. The country of ori-
gin shapes not only structural capabilities, but also
everyday social practices and a sense of belonging,
emphasizing the need to take into account diversity
within the returnee population. The study highlights
the significant role of legal status as a key factor for
integration. Legal security strengthens the sense of
belonging, reducing uncertainty, providing access to
institutions and strengthening a sense of recognition
and inclusion. On the contrary, legal instability im-
pedes integration by limiting everyday interaction
and weakening emotional bonds with the host soci-
ety. Overall, the results confirm the view of integra-
tion as a relational, context-dependent and complex
process. Social connections, family networks, local
environment and institutional experience all shape
how returnees relate to belonging and participation
in everyday life.
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