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TRANSFORMATION OF INTERNAL EDUCATIONAL MIGRATION
IN KAZAKHSTAN UNDER THE INFLUENCE OF THE DEVELOPMENT
OF BRANCHES OF FOREIGN UNIVERSITIES

I.S. Rystina' , D.M. Aikenova?’

This study examines branches and partnership programs of foreign
universities as an instrument of state’s regional policy in Kazakhstan and
analyzes their relationship with internal educational migration. The empirical
basis comprises (1) data from the Ministry of Science and Higher Education
of the Republic of Kazakhstan on 40 international projects (33 currently
operating and 7 scheduled to open in 2026), including branches, campuses
of foreign universities, double-degree programs and Lu Ban workshops, and
data on the regions of origin of 9,418 students as of May 2026; (2) an expert
survey of 151 representatives of local executive bodies, universities, colleges
and schools from 14 regions of the country, conducted in April-July 2026.
Institutional, comparative and systems approaches were applied. The study
identifies four international models for using foreign university branches
in public policy. Enrolment data reveal two patterns: predominantly local
enrolment, consistent with a potential retention function, and interregional
recruitment, in which a notable share of students come from other regions.
The data confirm interregional student mobility but do not allow causal
conclusions about a reduction in youth outmigration; expert assessments
reflect expectations rather than measured effects. The findings can inform
state policy on the geographical distribution of international university
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Letenaik yHuBepcuterTep dpunmanaapbiHbiy, AaMybl biknaabiMeH KasakcraHgasbl ki 6inim 6epy
KelWi-KOHbIHbIH, TpaHcpopMaLmACchl

Anpatna. byn 3epTreyae weTengdik yHuBepcuTeTTepAiH duanangapbl MeH cepikTecTik 6afaapnamanapsl
KasakcTaHaafbl MeMNeKeTTiK OHipAiK caacaTTbiH, Kypasbl PeTiHAe KapacTbipblibin, ONapAblH, ik 6iniM 6epy KeLi-
KOHbIMeH baiinaHbIChl TangaHazbl. SMAMprKanblk Herisai: (1) KasakcraHn Pecnybavikach! FbinbiM xaHe >Xofapbl 6inim
MUHUCTPAIrIHIH 40 xanbikapanbik >xo06a (OHbIH, iWiHAe 33-i XXyMbIC icTeng), 7-eyi 2026 Xblnbl aliblnagsl; puanansap,
LeTensik yHUBEPCUTETTEPAIH KamnycTapbl, KOC Auniomablk 6afaapnamanap xaHe JlybaHb webepxaHanapbl) XaHe
2026 xblnFbl MaMblpAafbl Xafaan 6ombiHWwa 9418 cTyaeHTTIH OHIpIK WhIFy Teri Typanbl gepekTepi; (2) 2026 Xblafbl
cayip-Lwinge ainapblHAa enimisaiv 14 eHipiHAeri XeprinikTi atkapyLubl OpraHAapAblH, XOfapbl OKY OPbIHAAPbIHbIH,
KoANesXAep MeH MekTenTepain 151 ekini apacbiHga >XyprisinreH capanTtamainbik cayasHama Kypangbl. 3eptreyze
WHCTUTYLIMOHANABIK, CaNbICTBIPManbl XaHe Xyhenik Tacingep KongaHeingpl. Wetengik yHuepcutettep dpuamnan-
JapblH MEMJIEKETTIK cascaTTa navganaHyAblH, TOPT Xanblkapasblk MOAeNi arkpiHAanabl. KOHTUHIeHT aepekTepi eki
YAITiHI KepceTeai: CTYAeHTTepAiH 6ackimM 6eniri XeprinikTi XacTapfaH TypaTblH YAri (kactapabl eHipae yctan KanyabiH,
bIKTUMaN GYHKLMACHI) XaHe CTYAEHTTEePAIH, eadyip beniri backa eHipaepaeH KeneTiH eHipapanblk TapTy yarici. Je-
peKTep CTYAEHTTEPAIH, eHipapanblk YTKblpAblFbl GakTiCiH pacTaigbl, bipak »acTtapAblH, KeTyi asasgbl gereH ceben-
cangapblk KOPbITbIHAbI XXacayFa MyMKiHAiIK 6epMegi; capaniubliapabliH 6aranaynapbl ©/LLEHTEH HATUXKENEPAI eMec,
KyTynepai kepcetegi. ANblHFaH HaTUXKENEP XasblkapasblK YHUBEPCUTETTIK Xxobanapabl ayMaKTblk OPHaNACTbIpy XaHe
onapablH, MOHUTOPWHTIH YAbIMAACTLIPY CanacbiHAaFbl MEMIEKETTIK CascaTTbl XeTingipyae naganaHblaybl MyMKIH.

Tyliin ce30ep: WeTenik yHUBEPCUTETTEPAIH Pranangapbl, aiMakTblk KOLWi-KOH, afaMu KanuTtan, )ofapbl 6inim.

TpaHchopmauua BHyTpeHHel ob6pasoBaTenbHoii murpaumumn B KasaxcraHe noa BanaHvem pa3sButus
¢unnnanos 3apybeXxHbIX yHUBEPCUTETOB

AHHoTaumsa. B nccnegoBaHun duavansl 1 NapTHEPCKME NporpaMMbl 3apybexHbIX YHUBEPCUTETOB paccMa-
TPVBAIOTCA KaK MHCTPYMEHT roCcyAapCTBEHHOW permoHanbHoM NoanTtuku KasaxcraHa u aHaausvnpyertcs ux cBAsb C
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BHYTPEHHel obpa3oBaTeibHOM MUrpauueit. SMnunpuyeckyto 6asy coctaBuan: (1) gaHHble MUHWUCTEPCTBA HayKW U
BbiCLLEro obpasoBaHus Pecnybavkn KasaxcrtaH o 40 MexayHapoaHbix npoekTax (33 gencTByrowmx n 7 oTKpbiBa-
towmxca B 2026 r.), BkAtouas Guamnanbl, KaMnycbl 3apy6exKHbIX YHUBEPCUTETOB, NPOrpamMmMbl 4BOMHOIO AMMNAOMa
1 mactepckue JlybaHb, N O permoHanbHOM NpouncxoxaeHnn 9418 cTyseHTOB No cocTosHMIO Ha Man 2026 r.; (2)
3KCnepTHbIM onpoc 151 npeacTaBUTENs1 MECTHbLIX MCMONIHUTENbHbIX OPraHoOB, BY30B, KOANEAXeNR W WwKon u3 14
PErMOHOB CTpaHbl, MPOBEAEHHBIN B anpene-utone 2026 r. icnonb3oBaHbl MHCTUTYLMOHA/bHBIW, CPaBHUTENbHBbIN
N CUCTEMHbIN NOAXOAbI. BblaeneHbl yeTbipe MexayHapoAHble MOAENN UCNOJb30BaHWA GUANanoB 3apybesxHbIX
YHUBEPCUTETOB B rOCYAapCTBEHHOMN NoanTMKe. [laHHbIe O KOHTUHTEHTe BbIABAAIOT ABa NaTTepPHa: NPENMYLLEeCTBEH-
HO MEeCTHbIN Habop, COOTBETCTBYIOLLMIA MOTEHLIMANLHONW yAepXuBatrowwen GyHKUUM, U MEXPErMoHanbHbIA Ha-
60p, NPV KOTOPOM 3ameTHasa A0NA CTYAEHTOB NPWBbLIBAET U3 A4PYrMX PErMOHOB. 3T AaHHble NOATBEPXAA0T GakT
MEXPErnoHanbHOM MOBUABHOCTY CTYIEHTOB, HO HE NO3BOAAIOT Ae/1aTb NMPUUMHHBIE BbIBOAbLI O CHUXXEHUW OTTOKA
MONOAEXW; IKCMEPTHbIE OLEHKM OTPaXkatoT OXMAAHUA, a He u3MepeHHble 3pdeKTbl. Pe3ynbTaTbl MOryT ObiTb MC-
No/b30BaHbl MPU COBEPLLEHCTBOBAHWUMW FOCYAaPCTBEHHOW MOMUTUKM B 061aCTV TePPUTOPUANbHOTO pa3MeLLeHns

MeXAYHapOAHbIX YHUBEPCUTETCKMX MPOEKTOB U OPraHM3aLmmn X MOHUTOPUHTA.
Kntoueesie cnoea: dunviansi 3apybexxHbIX YHUBEPCUTETOB, perMoHanbHas MUrpaLms, YUenoBeyeckmin kanurasn,

BbiCLLEEe 0bpa3oBaHue.

Introduction

Higher education is no longer viewed solely
as a social sector responsible for training per-
sonnel. Universities increasingly act as institu-
tions of territorial development that concen-
trate human capital, innovation and economic
activity. Over the past two decades, many states
have therefore used higher education as an in-
strument of regional policy aimed at reducing
spatial disparities, increasing regional compet-
itiveness and developing the knowledge econ-
omy [1; 2]. In this context, university branches
abroad have been described as the educational
counterpart of business globalization [3].

The establishment of international branch
campuses has become one of the most dy-
namic developments of international higher
education, alongside the continued growth of
international student mobility [4; 5]. Initially,
such projects were regarded mainly as a mech-
anism for exporting educational services and
expanding the global presence of leading uni-
versities; today, states increasingly use them to
modernize national education systems, trans-
fer technology, attract investment and create
new regional development centers [6-9].

Kazakhstan has followed this trend. The
Concept for the Development of Higher Edu-
cation and Science for 2023-2029 [10] envis-
ages attracting leading foreign universities to
open branches in the country, and by 2026 the
MSHE register included 40 international uni-
versity projects, 33 of which were operational
[11; 12]. Many of them are located outside Al-
maty and Astana, which raises the question of
how such projects relate to internal education-
al migration — a persistent problem for regions
that lose young people to the largest cities.
The aim of this article is to determine the role
of foreign university branches and partnership
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programs in Kazakhstan's regional policy and
to examine their relationship with internal edu-
cational migration, distinguishing documented
student mobility from expert expectations. The
article addresses three research questions:

1. which international models for using
foreign university branches exist, and which
of them the Kazakh model most closely
resembles;

2. what patterns of interregional mobility
are observed in student enrolment at
international projects;

3. how regional experts assess the current
and expected effects of these projects.

Literature review

The theoretical framework of the study
combines four interrelated approaches.

First, human capital theory (G. Becker, T.
Schultz) treats education as a strategic invest-
ment that increases labor productivity and
contributes to long-term economic growth
[13; 14]. In R. Lucas's endogenous growth
model, the external effects of human capital
explain why skilled people and economic ac-
tivity concentrate in particular places [15].

Second, the new economic geography (P.
Krugman) explains the spatial concentration
of economic activity and human capital in the
largest cities through agglomeration effects.
Within this approach, educational migration
can be seen as one of the factors reinforcing
interregional imbalances [16].

Third, growth pole theory (F. Perroux)
makes it possible to consider universities as
institutions around which new centers of eco-
nomic activity, innovation and territorial devel-
opment may form [17].

Fourth, the concepts of regional innovation
systems (P. Cooke) and the Triple Helix mod-
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el (H. Etzkowitz, L. Leydesdorff) show that the
contribution of universities to territorial de-
velopment is greatest when they cooperate
closely with government and business in ed-
ucation and training, research and technology
transfer [18; 19].

At the same time, most research on for-
eign university branches focuses on the inter-
nationalization of higher education, academic
mobility, institutional strategies and the qual-
ity of educational programs [6; 8; 9]. Their re-
lationship with internal educational migration,
the spatial distribution of human capital and
regional development has received much less
attention, especially in post-Soviet countries.

Methodology

The study combines institutional, compara-
tive and systems approaches with the analysis
of two empirical datasets: administrative data
on international projects and an expert survey.

The institutional approach was used to
analyze the policy of the Republic of Kazakh-
stan on the development of foreign university
branches and to assess their place in the sys-
tem of regional development.

The comparative approach made it possi-
ble to compare the Kazakh model with interna-
tional experience in establishing and operating
foreign university branches.

The systems approach was applied to an-
alyze the relationship between educational
policy, internal educational migration, human
capital and the socio-economic development
of the regions.

Terminology. The projects analyzed differ
in legal and organizational status. The article
follows the typology used by the MSHE [12]. A
foreign university branch is a separate struc-
tural unit of a foreign university operating in Ka-
zakhstan, as a rule on the basis of a Kazakhstani
partner university. A foreign university cam-
pus is an educational organization established
in Kazakhstan by a foreign university under its
own brand (e.g., De Montfort University Kazakh-
stan). A double-degree program is an educa-
tional program implemented by a Kazakhstani
university jointly with a foreign partner, whose
graduates receive degrees of both universities.
A strategic partnership and a consortium are
long-term cooperation frameworks between a
Kazakhstani university and one or more foreign
universities. A certification center is a Lu Ban
workshop, a Chinese vocational and technical
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training center established together with a Ka-
zakhstani partner. Double-degree programs,
strategic partnerships and consortia are re-
ferred to collectively as partnership programs,
and the term international project is used as
an umbrella term for all of the above. Elsewhere,
the term campus is used only when referring to
the international literature (international branch
campus), the international models in Table 2, or
physical infrastructure.

Data sources. The study draws on (1) data
from the Ministry of Science and Higher Edu-
cation of the Republic of Kazakhstan (MSHE):
materials on international projects as of July
2026 [11], the MSHE register map of interna-
tional university projects and project profiles
(year of opening, programs, enrolment) [12],
and data on student enrolment by region of
origin as of May 2026 [20]; (2) regulatory doc-
uments, primarily the Concept for the Devel-
opment of Higher Education and Science for
2023-2029 [10]; (3) the authors’ expert survey.

Classification of projects. Each project was
assigned to one of the six MSHE types — branch,
foreign university campus, double-degree pro-
gram, strategic partnership, consortium or cer-
tification center (Lu Ban workshop) — according
to the MSHE register map [12]. The type, loca-
tion, partner university, year of opening, status
and enrolment of each project are given in Ap-
pendix A (Table A1). Quantitative indicators are
reported for all projects combined and, where
possible, separately by type.

Expert survey. The survey was conducted
from April to July 2026 using an online ques-
tionnaire (Google Forms). The expert method
was chosen because enrolment statistics do
not capture the perception of educational mi-
gration and of international projects at the re-
gional level. Purposive (expert) sampling was
used: invitations were distributed through re-
gional education departments, universities and
schools. The inclusion criteria were (1) current
employment in a local executive body, high-
er education institution, college or secondary
school; (2) a managerial position or at least 5
years of professional experience in education
or regional administration; (3) involvement in
admission, career guidance, youth policy or re-
gional development. Participation was volun-
tary and anonymous. A total of 151 completed
questionnaires from 14 regions representing
the northern, central, eastern, western and
southern parts of the country were included
in the analysis (Table 1). The expert nature of
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the sample is supported by the participants’
professional experience: 81.5% of respondents

had more than 10 years of experience, includ-
ing 52.3% who had more than 20 years.

Table 1 — Structure of the Expert Sample (N = 151)

Characteristic n %
Type of organization

Higher education institutions 55 36.4
Local executive bodies 44 29.1
Secondary schools (principals and staff) 37 24.5
Colleges and other educational organizations 15 9.9
Professional experience

More than 20 years 79 52.3
10-20 years 44 29.1
Less than 10 years 28 18.5
Total 151 100.0

Note: Compiled by the authors based on the expert survey.

The questionnaire contained 17 questions
grouped into four sections: (1) respondent
profile (type of organization, region, work ex-
perience); (2) assessment of educational mi-
gration in the region (the perceived relevance
of educational migration on a five-point scale,
change in the outflow of young people over the
past three years, main destinations); (3) assess-
ment of the existing and expected effects of in-
ternational projects, including questions asked
only of respondents from regions where such
a project operates; (4) conditions and priorities
for the location of new projects. Closed-ended
questions used single-choice, multiple-choice
and five-point Likert-type response formats;
two questions were open-ended.

Data processing. Responses were export-
ed from Google Forms and processed in MS
Excel. Percentages are calculated from the
number of valid answers to each question: N
= 151 for questions asked of all respondents; n
= 97 for questions asked of respondents from
regions with an operating project; and the re-
spective group sizes (n = 55, 44 and 37) for
comparisons by type of organization. For five-
point scales, the proportion of responses rat-
ed 4 and 5 is reported; for multiple-response
guestions, totals exceed 100%. Open-ended
answers were coded thematically. Given the
purposive, non-probability sample, the results
are analyzed descriptively and interpreted as
reflecting the views of the expert community
rather than those of the regional population;
differences between groups are not tested for
statistical significance.

Levels of evidence. The analysis distin-
guishes three levels: (1) documented interre-
gional mobility — the regional origin of stu-
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dents enrolled in international projects at a
single point in time (MSHE data); (2) expert as-
sessments and expectations (survey data); (3)
the causal effect of projects on migration, i.e,,
whether students would have left their region
or chosen another destination in the absence
of the project. The third level cannot be estab-
lished with the available cross-sectional data,
as this would require comparison with the pe-
riod before the projects opened or with a con-
trol group. Accordingly, the terms “retention”
and “attraction” are used below to describe
enrolment patterns rather than proven effects.

Foreign University Branches as an
Instrument of State Policy: International
Experience

In this study, foreign university branches
and partnership programs are considered an
instrument of state regional policy that may
influence the educational attractiveness of ter-
ritories, the redistribution of internal migration
flows and the development of regional human
capital.

International experience shows that states
use foreign university branches to address
a wide range of tasks that go far beyond the
internationalization of higher education. De-
pending on national priorities, they become
a tool for developing the knowledge econo-
my, modernizing the higher education system,
training personnel for priority industries or
developing particular territories. Similar orga-
nizational arrangements may serve different
strategic goals, and the examples below also
differ in their institutional structure (branch-
es, joint universities, education hubs hosting
several institutions). The typology is therefore
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based on public policy goals rather than on
countries or legal status.

The first model aims to create large interna-
tional education centers of global significance.

Its best-known examples are Education City
in Qatar and Dubai International Academic
City in the United Arab Emirates.

In both cases, government policy brings
together leading foreign universities, research
centers, innovation infrastructure and mem-
bers of the international academic communi-
ty within a single urban agglomeration. This
creates a highly competitive educational en-
vironment that attracts international students,
researchers and investment, and foreign uni-
versities become part of the strategy of eco-
nomic diversification and of positioning the
country in the global knowledge economy [7].

This model, however, primarily strengthens
already established global cities and does not
aim to reduce internal regional disparities.

The second model integrates foreign uni-
versities into the comprehensive development
of special economic zones and innovation ter-
ritories.

The most notable examples are EduCity
Iskandar in Malaysia and Incheon Global Cam-
pus in the Republic of Korea, where universities
are part of a unified infrastructure that includes
technology parks, research centers, a modern
urban environment and high-tech enterprises
(on the concept of education hubs and knowl-
edge-innovation clusters, see [7]).

Unlike international education hubs, the
main purpose of this model is not to export
educational services but to provide personnel
for new economic centers and to increase the
investment attractiveness of the territory. Uni-
versities become one of the elements of a com-
prehensive regional development strategy.

The third model is particularly evident in
China, where joint educational institutions are
created with the mandatory participation of
national universities.

The best-known examples are the Univer-
sity of Nottingham Ningbo China and Xi‘an

Jiaotong-Liverpool University. China's state
policy focuses on the transfer of modern ed-
ucational technologies, the development of
research infrastructure, improving the quality
of professional training and modernizing the
national higher education system [21].

Unlike the previous models, the key result
here is not so much the attraction of inter-
national students as the institutional devel-
opment of national universities and the inte-
gration of international educational standards
into the national higher education system.

The fourth model treats foreign university
branches as an element of state spatial devel-
opment policy.

In this case, decisions on opening branches
take into account the sectoral specialization of
the region, the economy’s demand for person-
nel, research potential and the demograph-
ic situation. Branches are expected to retain
young people, attract students from other
regions, supply the economy with qualified
personnel and create new concentrations of
human capital.

Elements of this model can be identified in
regional projects in China and Malaysia, where
foreign universities are integrated into govern-
ment programs of territorial development and
economic diversification [7; 21]. It should be
emphasized that this model is identified ana-
lytically: the international literature describes it
less systematically than the first three, and its
effects on internal migration have rarely been
measured.

This model is of greatest interest for the
present study, as it allows foreign university
branches to be considered as a potential tool
for redistributing human capital and increasing
regional competitiveness.

The comparative analysis shows that dif-
ferences between national approaches are de-
termined primarily by the objectives of public
policy rather than by the organizational form
of the branches. This makes it possible to iden-
tify four main models for using foreign univer-
sity branches in public policy (Table 2).

Table 2 - Typology of International Models of Using Foreign University Branches in Public Policy

The model The main goal of pub-

lic policy

Typical examples

Expected main effect

lobal
scien-

Formation of a
educational an
tific center

International
educational hubs
(UAE)

Education City (Qatar), Dubai
International Academic City

Attracting international
students, researchers and
investment

Educational clusters
within special eco-
nomic zones

Integrated development
of new territories

EduCity Iskandar (Malaysia),
Incheon Global Campus (Re-
public of Korea)

Staffing new sectors of the econ-
omy and increasing the invest-
ment attractiveness of the region
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Modernization of the
national higher educa-
tion system

Joint universities

University  of
Ningbo China, Xi'an Jiaotong—
Liverpool University (China)

Transfer of educational tech-
nologies and development of
national universities

Nottingham

Branch campuses
as a tool of regional

policy

Development of human
capital and spatial de-
velopment of regions

Regional projects in China
and Malaysia

Redistribution of educational
migration, strengthening of re-
gional human resources and for-
mation of new growth centers

Note: Compiled by the authors based on [7; 9; 21].

International experience thus shows a
gradual shift in the role of foreign university
branches: initially regarded mainly as a tool for
internationalizing higher education, they are
increasingly becoming part of state policy on
human capital and territorial development. It is
from this perspective that the current policy of
the Republic of Kazakhstan is analyzed below.

Kazakhstan’s Model of Developing
Foreign University Branches and Partnership
Programs

International cooperation in higher educa-
tion has a history of more than twenty years
in Kazakhstan. Until the early 2020s, it was
represented mainly by branches of Russian
universities, the best known of which are the
Kazakhstan branch of Lomonosov Moscow
State University and the Kostanay branch of
Chelyabinsk State University. Despite their im-
portance, these projects developed separately
and did not form a unified state policy in the
field of transnational higher education. Such a
policy took shape in the 2020s, including with-
in the framework of the Concept for the Devel-
opment of Higher Education and Science for
2023-2029 [10].

According to the MSHE register of inter-
national university projects [12], Kazakhstan
had 40 such projects in 2026: 33 operating
and 7 scheduled to open in 2026. Apart from
the multinational group of strategic partners
of Nazarbayev University, these projects in-
volve universities from 12 countries. The larg-
est numbers of projects listed in the register
involve universities from Russia (8), the Unit-
ed Kingdom (7), the USA (6) and China (6),
followed by the Republic of Korea (4), France
and Germany (2 each); Italy, Poland, Turkiye,
Uzbekistan and Hungary are represented by
one project each (Appendix A, Table A1). This
structure indicates a diversified pattern of in-
ternational cooperation without dependence
on a single education system.

The projects differ in organizational and
legal status and cannot be treated as a ho-
mogeneous category. The MSHE distinguishes
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23 branches, 5 foreign university campuses, 6
double-degree programs, 3 certification centers
(Lu Ban workshops), 1 strategic partnership and
1 consortium [12]. Branches thus account for
more than half of the projects, while about one
fifth are partnership programs implemented
by Kazakhstani universities without a separate
structural unit of the foreign partner. The total
number of projects therefore characterizes the
scale of transnational cooperation but not the
number of conventional branch campuses with
comparable academic autonomy and involve-
ment of the parent university. To ensure com-
parability, the type of each project discussed
below is specified, and conclusions based on
enrolment data refer to international projects
as a whole rather than to branches only.

The network has expanded rapidly [12]. De
Montfort University Kazakhstan began oper-
ating in 2021; in 2022, the MEPhI branch, the
double-degree program of City University of
Hong Kong and the strategic partnership with
the University of Arizona were launched; in
2023, Heriot-Watt University and Northwest-
ern Polytechnical University branches were es-
tablished, along with a Lu Ban workshop. The
most intensive expansion occurred in 2024-
2025. In 2024, projects involving Coventry Uni-
versity, Queen'’s University Belfast, Penn State,
Beijing Language and Culture University, the D.
Mendeleev University of Chemical Technology,
SeoulTech, the University of Minnesota, the
University of Lorraine, the Tashkent Institute of
Irrigation and Agricultural Mechanization En-
gineers and the Kazakhstan—-German consor-
tium were launched; in 2025, projects involving
MGIMO, Gubkin University, Cardiff University,
Woosong University, Marche Polytechnic Uni-
versity, the New York Film Academy and Ari-
zona State University followed. Seven more
projects, including KAIST and the University of
Debrecen, are scheduled to open in 2026.

Most of the new projects have not yet com-
pleted a full educational cycle, which limits the
possibility of assessing their impact on gradu-
ation, employment and the retention of grad-
uates in the regions.



A key feature of the Kazakh model is the
wider geographical distribution of internation-
al higher education. New projects have ap-
peared in Aktobe, Atyrau, Kyzylorda, Petropav-
lovsk, Taraz, Taldykorgan, Semey, Turkestan,
Ust-Kamenogorsk and Kostanay; as a result,
international programs are now represented in
14 administrative-territorial units of the country.

It is, however, premature to speak of full
decentralization. Of the 33 projects, 11 are lo-
cated in Almaty, 6 in Astana and 2 in Shym-
kent: 19 projects (57.6%) are concentrated in
the three cities of republican significance, and
14 (42.4%) are located in other regions.

This reflects two multidirectional pro-
cesses. On the one hand, government policy
promotes international programs outside the
largest agglomerations. On the other hand,
Almaty and Astana retain advantages related
to the concentration of leading universities, re-
search infrastructure, English-speaking faculty,
potential applicants and employers.

From the perspective of the new economic
geography, this configuration is to be expect-
ed: knowledge-economy institutions tend to
locate where human capital and infrastructure
are already concentrated [16]. The current Ka-
zakh model can therefore be described as hy-
brid: it combines the continued dominance of
the largest educational centers with the grad-
ual regionalization of the network.

The second feature is a pronounced focus
on engineering, technical and natural scienc-
es. According to the MSHE, about 80% of the
educational programs implemented belong to
technical fields, while the rest cover business,
education and creative industries [11].

The branch of Gubkin University in Atyrau im-
plements programs in oil and gas technologies.

In Aktobe, the Heriot-Watt University
branch at Zhubanov University provides train-
ing in electrical power engineering, petroleum
engineering, energy management and com-
puter engineering.

In Kyzylorda, the double-degree program
of SeoulTech and Korkyt Ata University covers
computer science, information systems, pro-
gramming, cybersecurity, data management
and artificial intelligence architecture.

In Taldykorgan, the programs of the Marche
Polytechnic University branch focus on agricul-
ture, agronomy and environmental protection.

The strategic partnership of the University
of Arizona and Kozybayev University (North
Kazakhstan University) in Petropavlovsk is also

indicative: along with information systems, it
offers programs in biotechnology, plant sci-
ence, plant protection, chemical expertise,
electronics, pedagogy and inclusive education.
This combination corresponds to the agricul-
tural specialization of the North Kazakhstan re-
gion while also expanding the regional range
of educational offerings in the social and dig-
ital spheres.

This orientation is consistent with the con-
cepts of regional innovation systems and the
Triple Helix, according to which a university be-
comes a factor of territorial development when
it cooperates closely with regional government
and the regional economy [18; 19]. Whether
such cooperation actually develops can be as-
sessed only after the first cohorts of graduates
enter the labor market.

International projects and interregion-
al student mobility: local and interregional
enrolment patterns

According to the MSHE, as of May 2026,
the 33 projects for which enrolment data are
available had a total of 9,418 students [20].
More than 2,000 students (over 20% of the
total) came from other regions of Kazakhstan,
and more than 400 were international stu-
dents. These figures show that international
projects are already part of interregional and
international educational mobility. However,
they describe the composition of the student
body at one point in time and do not show
how migration flows have changed since the
projects opened.

The composition of enrolment differs con-
siderably across projects. Analysis of students’
regional origin makes it possible to distinguish
two patterns.

The first is a local enrolment pattern, in
which most students are residents of the host
region.

At the Heriot-Watt University branch in Ak-
tobe, 437 of 514 students (85%) are residents
of Aktobe region. At the Gubkin University
branch, 90 of 97 students (about 93%) come
from Atyrau region. At the Kostanay branch
of Chelyabinsk State University, 1,792 of 2,021
students (88.7%) are residents of Kostanay re-
gion.

These projects mainly expand the educa-
tional offer for local youth. Such a composition
is consistent with a potential retention func-
tion; however, the data do not show how many
of these students would otherwise have left
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the region, so the retention effect itself cannot
be measured on this basis.

The second is an interregional enrolment
pattern, in which a notable share of students
comes from other regions.

The most significant example is the stra-
tegic partnership of the University of Arizona
and Kozybayev University in Petropavlovsk. Of
its 1,234 students, 925 are from North Kazakh-
stan region and 309 (about 25%) from oth-
er regions of the country, including 74 from
Turkestan region, 43 from Kyzylorda region, 26
from Akmola region, 15 each from Aktobe and
Mangystau regions, 12 from Almaty region, 10
each from East Kazakhstan and Zhambyl re-
gions, 8 from Zhetisu region and 7 from Kara-
ganda region.

From the perspective of growth pole theory,
this case is of particular interest. Petropavlovsk
is not usually regarded as a major destination
of interregional educational migration, yet the
program enrols students from almost all regions
of the country, including the remote southern
and western regions. This suggests that the ac-
ademic brand, program content and state sup-
port may partly offset the peripheral position of
a city. To confirm that the partnership has gen-
erated a new flow rather than redistributed an
existing one, the regional origin of its students
should be compared with the enrolment of
North Kazakhstan University before 2022; such
data were not available for this study.

At the same time, most of the program’s
students still come from North Kazakhstan re-
gion. The project thus combines both patterns:
a predominantly local student body and an ad-
ditional inflow from other regions.

The mobility of students from Mangystau
region deserves special attention. The region
is geographically remote from the main ed-
ucational centers, which increases transport
and housing costs. Nevertheless, the regional
breakdown shows at least 69 students from
Mangystau region enrolled in 15 international
projects.

Notably, the educational geography of
these students is not limited to Almaty and As-
tana: they follow new interregional routes that
differ from the traditional movement to the
two largest cities.

Thus, the relationship between international
projects and internal educational mobility is not
uniform. Some projects mainly enrol local stu-
dents, others draw on neighboring regions, and
still others recruit nationwide. These differences
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may be related to the reputation of the foreign
partner, the program profile, the number of
state-funded places, transport accessibility, the
availability of dormitories and the size of the
host university; testing these factors requires
project-level data that are not yet available.

The analysis also reveals a number of lim-
itations.

First, most new projects are at an early
stage: a significant share opened in 2024-2025
and do not yet have enough graduates to as-
sess their impact on regional labor markets.

Second, projects are highly concentrated in
the largest cities: although international edu-
cation is spreading to the regions, more than
half of the network (17 of 33 projects) is locat-
ed in Almaty and Astana.

Third, organizational heterogeneity com-
plicates comparison: a branch, an independent
foreign educational institution and a joint pro-
gram differ in scale, autonomy and the depth
of the foreign partner’s involvement.

Fourth, enrolment data show students’
place of origin but not their migration moti-
vation. The presence of students from another
region confirms the fact of mobility but does
not show where they would have enrolled in
the absence of the project, and the lack of data
for the period before the projects opened does
not allow changes in flows to be assessed.

Fifth, there are still no systematic data on
graduate employment and retention in the
regions, employer involvement, research out-
puts and the impact of projects on innovation.
These indicators are needed to test the prop-
ositions of the theory of regional innovation
systems and the Triple Helix model.

Enrolment data therefore record the move-
ment of students but do not reveal changes
in young people's educational preferences, the
perception of international projects at the re-
gional level or their expected socio-economic
effects. These questions were addressed in the
expert survey.

Results and discussion: expert assess-
ments of the role of international projects
in regional development

The results below reflect the opinions and
expectations of experts (the second level of ev-
idence) and should not be interpreted as mea-
sured effects of the projects.

The survey indicates that experts regard ed-
ucational migration as a significant problem of
regional development. 47.7% of respondents



rated its relevance at 4-5 points on a five-point
scale, and 56.3% reported an increase in the
outflow of young people over the past three
years. The main destinations named were As-
tana (79.5%) and Almaty (66.2%); 39.1% named
foreign universities and only 10.6% universities
in other regions of Kazakhstan (multiple an-
swers were allowed).

These assessments are consistent with the
propositions of the new economic geography
concerning the concentration of human capital
in the largest centers: according to the experts,
despite the expansion of the regional univer-
sity network, educational flows in Kazakhstan
remain predominantly centripetal.

School representatives perceive this trend
most acutely: 75.7% of principals and school
staff (n = 37) reported an increase in education-
al migration, compared with 52.7% of university
representatives (n = 55) and 50% of representa-
tives of local executive bodies (n = 44).

This difference may reflect the position of
professional groups in the education system:
schools directly observe graduates’ choices,
whereas universities and local authorities as-
sess migration indirectly.

Experts generally assess the potential of
international projects positively: 49.7% of re-
spondents expect a high or very high impact
on the socio-economic development of the re-
gions, 31.8% a moderate impact and 18.6% a
low impact.

Two migration-related effects stand out
among the expected results: retention of
young people in the region (49%) and an in-
flow of students from other regions (46.4%).
Almost as many experts associate the projects
with training qualified personnel (49%) and im-
proving the quality of education (44.4%). Thus,
experts perceive international projects both as
an instrument of educational policy and as a
potential mechanism for the territorial redistri-
bution of human capital.

Of the 151 participants, 97 reported that a
foreign university branch (in the respondents’
understanding, which may include partnership
programs) operates in their region. Of these,
63.5% believe that after its opening there was
a noticeable inflow of students from other re-
gions (about half of this group described it as
significant and the other half as moderate), and
78.6% noted an increase in the region’s attrac-
tiveness for students. These are respondents’
perceptions: the enrolment data presented
above confirm interregional recruitment for

some projects (e.g., in Petropavlovsk) but show
predominantly local enrolment for others (e.g.,
in Aktobe and Atyrau).

The survey also shows that experts per-
ceive the potential influence of the projects
most clearly in the educational sphere. Assess-
ments of their impact on investment attrac-
tiveness, innovation and the regional econo-
my reflect expectations rather than observed
results, since most projects opened recently
and do not yet have graduates, employment
outcomes or completed research and industri-
al projects.

The highest level of agreement (90.1%) was
with the statement that branches should be
located taking into account the economic spe-
cialization of the region. 87.4% of respondents
agreed that branches could become regional
centers of science and innovation, and 84.1%
that they could increase the investment at-
tractiveness of the region. These figures reflect
expectations about the potential of the proj-
ects rather than an assessment of their current
performance.

Among the main conditions for the suc-
cessful operation of international projects, re-
spondents most often named modern campus
infrastructure, research laboratories, academic
autonomy and partnerships with regional en-
terprises. As priority fields for new projects,
they named artificial intelligence, engineering,
agriculture, medicine and information tech-
nology. This set combines a nationwide tech-
nological agenda with the specific personnel
needs of the regions.

Conclusion

The study shows that the development of
foreign university branches and partnership
programs has become one of the priorities of
state policy in Kazakhstan and has become an
area of state policy combining the tasks of in-
ternationalizing higher education, developing
human capital and promoting regional devel-
opment.

International experience shows that foreign
university branches can be used to increase
the competitiveness of national education
systems, develop educational exports, create
global education hubs or modernize the uni-
versity sector. The Kazakh model has a differ-
ent configuration of priorities: international
projects are linked to spatial development,
training personnel for priority sectors of the

https://adamalemijournal.com | 1 05

ISSN 1999-5849 (Print) « eISSN 2959-7544 (Online)



economy and strengthening regional educa-
tional capacity. At the same time, the network
remains concentrated in Almaty and Astana, so
the model is best described as hybrid.

Enrolment data show that international
projects are already associated with interre-
gional student mobility: more than 20% of
their students come from other regions, and
two enrolment patterns can be distinguished
— predominantly local and interregional. Ex-
perts expect the projects to help retain young
people and attract students to the regions.
However, the available data do not allow us to
conclude that international projects reduce the
outflow of young people or have created new
migration flows: this requires comparison with
the period before the projects opened and
longitudinal data on graduates.

The study has several limitations. Most
projects started operating recently, which does
not allow long-term effects to be assessed.
There are no systematic data on graduates’
employment and retention in host regions, the
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