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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.
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Қазақстандағы репатрианттардың интеграциясының 
 әлеуметтік тәжірибелері: Жетісу өңірі мысалында

Репатрианттардың қоғамға интеграциялану мәселесі жаһандық көші-қон үдерістерімен, 
демографиялық өзгерістермен және көшіп келген этникалық қазақтарды қолдауға 
бағытталған мемлекеттік саясатпен байланысты ерекше өзектілікке ие болып отыр. Зерттеудің 
мақсаты – Қазақстанның Жетісу облысында тұратын репатрианттардың интеграциясына ықпал 
ететін негізгі әлеуметтік тәжірибелерді анықтау, сондай-ақ олардың әлеуметтік бейімделуіне 
ықпал ететін немесе кедергі келтіретін факторларды айқындау. Зерттеудің әдіснамалық негізін 
сандық әлеуметтанулық тәсіл құрады. Эмпирикалық деректер Жетісу облысының әртүрлі 
аудандарында тұрақты тұратын 787 репатриант арасында жүргізілген құрылымданған сауалнама 
нәтижесінде жинақталды. Деректерді өңдеуде сипаттамалық статистика, корреляциялық 
талдау және белгілердің өзара байланысын талдау әдістері қолданылды. Зерттеу нәтижелері 
репатрианттардың әлеуметтік интеграциясы әлеуметтік, мәдени және институционалдық 
факторлардың жиынтығына тәуелді күрделі әрі көпқырлы үдеріс екенін көрсетті. Жергілікті 
тұрғындармен тұрақты әлеуметтік байланыстардың болуы, мәдени нормаларды түсіну және 
күнделікті әлеуметтік өзара әрекеттестікке қатысу тиесілілік сезімінің қалыптасуына ең 
маңызды ықпал ететін факторлар ретінде анықталды. Зерттеудің құндылығы Қазақстанның 
өңірлік контексіндегі репатрианттардың күнделікті интеграциялық тәжірибелері туралы 
ауқымды эмпирикалық деректер ұсынуында жатыр. Алынған нәтижелер әлеуметтік тиесілілік 
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түсініктерді кеңейтіп, интеграцияны әлеуметтік қатынастарды, мәдени бейімделуді және инс-
титуционалдық өзара әрекеттестікті қамтитын көпдеңгейлі үдеріс ретінде қарастыру қажеттігін 
дәлелдейді. Зерттеудің практикалық маңызы оның нәтижелерін өңірлік мемлекеттік органдар, 
үкіметтік емес ұйымдар және әлеуметтік қызметтер тарапынан репатрианттарды қолдаудың 
нысаналы бағдарламаларын әзірлеуде қолдану мүмкіндігімен айқындалады. Мұндай шаралар-
ды жүзеге асыру әлеуметтік бірлікті нығайтуға, репатрианттардың жергілікті қауымдастықтар 
өміріне қатысу деңгейін арттыруға және олардың әлеуметтік интеграциясының тиімді жүйесін 
қалыптастыруға ықпал етеді.

Түйін сөздер: оралмандар, әлеуметтік интеграция, әлеуметтік тәжірибелер, тиесілілік сезімі, 
Қазақстан.
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Социальные практики интеграции репатриантов  
в Казахстане: на примере Жетысуского региона

Проблема интеграции репатриантов в общество приобрела особую актуальность в связи с 
глобальной миграцией, демографическими изменениями и государственной политикой в отно-
шении возвращения мигрантов. Целью исследования является выявление основных социальных 
практик, влияющих на интеграцию репатриантов, проживающих в Жетысуской области Казах-
стана, а также определение факторов, способствующих или препятствующих их социальной 
адаптации. Методологическую основу исследования составил количественный социологический 
подход. Эмпирические данные были получены в результате структурированного опроса 787 ре-
патриантов, постоянно проживающих в различных районах Жетысуской области. Для обработки 
данных использовались методы описательной статистики, корреляционного анализа и анализа 
сопряженности признаков. Результаты исследования показали, что социальная интеграция репа-
триантов представляет собой сложный и многомерный процесс, зависящий от совокупности со-
циальных, культурных и институциональных факторов. Наиболее значимыми предикторами чув-
ства принадлежности выступают наличие устойчивых социальных связей с местными жителями, 
понимание культурных норм и участие в повседневном социальном взаимодействии. Ценность 
проведенного исследования состоит в получении масштабных эмпирических данных о повсед-
невных практиках интеграции репатриантов в региональном контексте Казахстана. Полученные 
результаты расширяют современные представления о механизмах формирования социальной 
принадлежности и подтверждают необходимость рассмотрения интеграции как многоуровнево-
го процесса, включающего социальные отношения, культурную адаптацию и институциональное 
взаимодействие. Практическое значение работы заключается в возможности использования по-
лученных результатов региональными органами власти, неправительственными организациями 
и социальными службами для разработки адресных мер поддержки репатриантов. Реализация 
таких мер может способствовать укреплению социальной сплоченности, повышению уровня уча-
стия репатриантов в жизни местных сообществ и созданию более эффективной системы их со-
циальной интеграции.

Ключевые слова: репатрианты, социальная интеграция, социальные практики, чувство при-
надлежности, Казахстан.

	

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-

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. 
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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:
H1: Returnees with wider social networks, such 

as relatives, neighbors and social groups, exhibit a 
higher level of integration.

H2: 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 «kandastar», 
who came to Kazakhstan on state scholarships, and 
compares their hopes for a «historical homeland». 
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 Kość-Ryżko (2016) on Poles 
returning from Kazakhstan reveals serious «identity 
dilemmas» and a sense of estrangement. Although 

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 мethods 

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

Age

18–24 41 5.2
25–34 103 13.1
35–44 333 42.3
45–54 130 16.5
55–64 158 20.1
65+ 22 2.8

Place of residence

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
Karatal District (Ushtobe) (semi-urban – district centre) 226 28.7
Aksu District (rural) 19 2.4
Eskeldi District (rural) 56 7.1
Kerbulak District (rural) 14 1.8
Koksu District (rural) 48 6.1

Marital status

Single (never married) 131 16.6
Married 549 69.8
Divorced 73 9.3
Widowed 34 4.3

Children

1–2 children 234 29.7
3–4 children 272 34.6
More than 4 children 140 17.8
No children 141 17.9

Education

Primary and general secondary education 91 11.6
Secondary vocational education (college) 169 21.5
Higher education (bachelor’s degree) 426 54.1
Postgraduate education (master’s, doctoral) 84 10.7
No formal education 17 2.2

Employment status

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
Student 138 17.5
Homemaker 60 7.6
Pensioner 29 3.7
Unemployed 37 4.7
Other 52 6.6



160

Social practices of repatriate integration in Kazakhstan: the case of the Zhetysu region

Characteristic Category N %

Material situation

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
Enough for all necessities, but cannot afford a car or housing 218 27.7
Enough for everything, including expensive purchases (car, 
housing, etc.) 125 15.9

Difficult to answer 66 8.4

Country of residence 
before migration

China (PRC) 568 72.2
Uzbekistan 85 10.8
Mongolia 50 6.4
Russia 56 7.1
Kyrgyzstan 20 2.5
Turkmenistan 8 1.0

Continuation of the table

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-

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 χ² df p-value Interpretation

Gender 22.14 4 <0.001 Signifi cant but weak association
Age 475.47 20 <0.001 Strong association; younger groups report higher belonging

Place of residence 210.33 36 <0.001
Respondents living in urban areas (Taldykorgan, Tekeli) report higher 
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

Country of origin 160.65 20 <0.001
Signifi cant differences in belonging are observed across countries of 
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?” 
(fi ve-point Likert scale). Statistical signifi cance was assessed using Pearson’s chi-square test.

Further, family status and household structure 
also infl uenced 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 confi rm 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 

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 signifi cant 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 signifi cant impact on migrants’ emotional 
connections and their participation in community 
life (Montes, 2025).

Figure 1 
Distribution of sense of belonging by legal status, N = 787
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The chi-square results show that these differ-
ences are highly significant (χ2 = 35.48, df = 8, 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 

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). 

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 
community?

1
.

How many close friends do you have 
among local residents?

,368** 1

,000 .

How well do you understand local cultural 
norms and traditions?

,351** ,280** 1
,000 ,000 .

How often do you spend your free time 
with local residents?

,184** ,088* ,227** 1
,000 ,014 ,000 .

How often do you participate in local 
cultural events?

,013 ,013 ,197** ,287** 1
,707 ,709 ,000 ,000 .

Do you participate in the activities of local 
public or non-governmental organizations?

-,044 ,037 ,189** ,208** ,230** 1
,214 ,306 ,000 ,000 ,000 .

How do you assess the accessibility of 
government services?

,116** -,015 ,084* ,085* ,036 ,053 1
,001 ,674 ,018 ,017 ,314 ,139 .

Have you experienced difficulties in 
completing administrative procedures or 
obtaining legal status?

,061 ,010 ,007 -,002 -,021 -,005 ,301** 1

,089 ,769 ,844 ,948 ,557 ,893 ,000 .

Have you experienced discrimination 
because you are a repatriate?

,105** ,004 ,022 ,029 ,008 ,003 ,308** ,324** 1
,003 ,909 ,536 ,414 ,822 ,941 ,000 ,000 .

How comfortable do you feel expressing 
your cultural identity?

,078* -,045 ,028 ,038 ,039 ,011 ,237** ,294** ,266** 1
,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 

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 

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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