25

Kazakhstan's Foreign University Branches: A Policy Analysis of Their Role in addressing Intellec-

tual Migration
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In this paper, I examine how recent policy can reverse
educational migration in Kazakhstan by launching
branches of foreign universities in different regions of
the country. In order to increase the attractiveness of
higher and postgraduate education and better position
Kazakhstani higher educational institutions (HEIs) in the
international educational space, the implementation of an
internationalization strategy was developed, including
the creation of favorable conditions for learning
(infrastructure, grants, scholarships, etc.), information
mechanisms, and simplification of the student visa appli-
cation process. By 2029, at least 12 branches and repre-
sentative offices of prestigious foreign universities in
Kazakhstan have been planned. This will enable the
transformation of the management system and the intro-
duction of international educational standards into the
content of education and the learning process, including
teacher training (Adilet Zan, 2023).

In 2022, President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev in-
structed to open branches of foreign universities. From
the standpoint of developing nations such as Kazakhstan,
drawing in international universities could help alleviate
capacity shortages and financial limitations that limit the
state's ability to offer higher education to more people,
while also raising the standard of instruction overall.
Foreign institutions may engage in domestic research in
addition to teaching, which could enhance scientific and
innovative capacities in the commercial and industrial
sectors. It is acknowledged, although, that these ad-
vantages do not always materialize and that, depending
on the situation, international colleges may sometimes
work against the advancement of domestic universities
(Guimon & Narula, 2019).

To date, 19 strategic partnerships have been
planned including 15 branches of foreign universities.
There are eight strategic partnerships in operation. The
main focus is on universities with international campus-
es, including their partnerships with Kazakhstani univer-
sities. During the implementation, three models were
applied:

1. On the basis of domestic universities, with financing
through the provision of state educational grants. Stu-
dents apply through the national grant system (the same
way they apply to any local program). The government
pays the tuition via these state grants, and the foreign
partner provides the curriculum, branding, or joint pro-
grams. Basically, the Kazakh university remains the host
and operator, while the foreign partner supplies academ-
ic content or mentorship.

2. Through a strategic partnership model through the
conclusion of a contract for consulting services in aca-
demic, scientific and financial activities, as well as the
implementation of joint educational and dual degree pro-
grams, funded by the provision of state educational

3. Based on domestic universities, with financing from inves-
tors and the provision of a package of preferences. Here the
government steps back and lets private investors pay for the
creation or expansion of the foreign partnership. Those inves-
tors might be local business groups, education foundations,
or the foreign university itself. In exchange, the state offers
incentives — usually tax breaks, land, regulatory easing, or
infrastructure support (that “package of preferences”). This
model is more market-driven: the foreign partner and inves-
tor share profits or costs, while the government plays facilita-
tor, rather than funder.

Cooperation with leading foreign universities is pri-
marily aimed at training specialists in particularly sought-
after and scarce specialties, which are rarely taught in domes-
tic universities. These include the nuclear industry, the devel-
opment of "green" hydrogen, ensuring water safety, and oth-
ers. Most of the programs and specializations are focused on
training technical specialists. In general, the selection of for-
eign partner universities is based on the staffing needs in in-
dividual industries, as well as requests and proposals from
the regions. It is expected that by 2029, the branches will
train more than 2,000 highly qualified specialists necessary
for the country's economy.

Even if the policy is aimed to reduce the outflow of
students and high-qualified professionals, if they are unable
to provide the appropriate conditions and research opportuni-
ties, highly qualified specialists may continue to leave the

country.

Globalization greatly influenced Kazakhstan's migra-
tion trends between 2011 and 2022, resulting in a negative
migration balance that started in 2012. This indicated that
there were more people departing the nation than entering.
The fact that many of those fleeing were highly trained peo-
ple—38% had a higher education and 34% had a technical
professional background—was a significant worry highlight-
ed in the 2023-2027 Migration Policy Concept
(Narymbayeva et al., 2017). The economic expansion and
innovative potential of Kazakhstan are seriously threatened
by this exodus of human capital.

A number of factors crucial to the implementation
processes are identified as varyingly dependent on a policy's
ambiguity and conflict level. Matland’s (1995) ambiguity-
conflict model analyzes the policy implementation. The for-
eign university campuses can be analyzed from policy ambi-
guity and conflict lens:

Policy Ambiguity: The lack of clarity in a policy's goals or
the means to achieve them.

Policy Conflict: The degree of disagreement among stake-
holders or policy actors regarding the policy's goals. The
development of the national higher education system



through the transfer of knowledge and best international
practices fits into the experimental implementation quad-
rant of Matland's model, which is characterized by low
conflict but high ambiguity.

Figure 1
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Ambiguity-Conflict Matrix: Policy Implementation Processes
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Results will mostly rely on which actors are most
active and involved if a policy is characterized by a high
degree of uncertainty and a low level of conflict. The fun-
damental idea behind this kind of implementation is that
the process is dominated by contextual factors.

The players and resources in the micro-
implementing environment have a significant impact on
the results. There will be wide variances in the results be-
cause these are likely to differ significantly from site to
site. Conditions in this category are better described by a
bottom-up approach to the policy implementation process
than by a top-down one.

Low Confflict: The lack of conflict is likely to open the
arena for a large number of actors to participate and to pro-
vide higher educational services. The policy has a general
consensus on the need for reform, and indicates that the
overall policy has low conflict. There are several factors
why the policy has low conflict. Let’s dissect down the
main indicators:

1.Advantages for Students

The opening of branches of foreign universities in Kazakh-
stan gives students the opportunity to receive a high-
quality education without traveling abroad. This reduces
the cost of tuition and accommodation, as well as simpli-
fies the admission process, since there are no visa and mi-
gration barriers. In addition, students of such universities
receive international diplomas, which significantly increas-
es their competitiveness in the labor market. Study global

programs at foreign branches are often developed taking
into account current trends and adapted to the needs of the
market.

2. Impact on the Education System

The integration of foreign educational institutions
has a positive impact on the entire education system in Ka-
zakhstan. Competition with foreign universities encourages
local universities to improve the quality of teaching, update
training programs and introduce modern educational tech-
nologies. In addition, the establishment of branches makes
it possible to attract qualified teachers and researchers from
abroad, which contributes to the development of science
and innovation in the country. This opens up new prospects
for academic cooperation and exchange of experience.

3. Development Prospects

In the future, Kazakhstan plans to continue attract-
ing the world's leading universities to open branches. This
will contribute not only to the development of the domestic
educational market, but also to the strengthening of inter-
national relations. It is expected that by 2030 the number
of branches of foreign universities will increase signifi-
cantly, which will allow students to receive even more op-
portunities for high-quality education and professional
growth. This approach makes Kazakhstan one of the key
centers of educational cooperation in Central Asia (https://
zhpk.kz).

High Ambiguity: Ambiguity should be seen as an oppor-
tunity to learn both new means and new goals (Matland,
1995).

While the goal of improving higher education
quality and reversing migration by opening foreign univer-
sity campuses is clear, the means to achieve it are not fully
defined. A map of regional needs which uses three models
of financing have been applied (Prime Minister, 2024).
This shows that the policy is being implemented in a flexi-
ble, experimental way to see what works. This points to
high ambiguity in the specific implementation process.
Compared to other implementation methods, the process is
more susceptible to environmental factors. Because many
organizations apply various policies in various contexts,
program mutations occur. With a focus on formative as-
sessments, policy planners should actively utilize these
mutations, which may be viewed as natural experiments, to
improve their understanding of change processes within
the policy domain (Matland, 1995).

Factors Driving Intellectual Migration

The intellectual migration from Kazakhstan is
driven by a complex interaction of factors that can be di-
vided into pull factors provided by destination nations and
push factors that encourage emigration within the country.
Push factors in Kazakhstan's environment include stagnat-
ing earnings and a lack of career growth prospects for
many qualified people, especially outside of the country's
major cities. According to a World Bank analysis, Kazakh-
stan's labor market has a shortage of highly qualified work-
ers in some industries and an excess of low-skilled labor.
Educated people may get frustrated and underemployed as
a result of this mismatch, which may drive them to look for
better possibilities overseas.
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A study by Bokayev et al.(2021) examined 1,111 Kazakh-
stani graduates who studied abroad and decided to move
permanently found that the main reason for their migration
was competitive salaries (54%). A close second was the
desire for graduates to go to a higher socio-economic de-
veloped destination country (52%). Other important factors
included better career advancement opportunities (38%),
access to quality education and healthcare (32%), and less
corruption (28%).

The research also showed that highly qualified
Kazakhstani professionals prefer to move to countries such
as the United States, Great Britain, and Canada. A study by
the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) found that the average salary for scientists
and engineers is considerably higher in these countries
compared to Kazakhstan. Developed countries typically
have well-funded research institutions and access to cutting
-edge technology. This creates a stimulating environment
that allows skilled professionals to participate in ground-
breaking work and contribute to their fields of expertise.

Kazakhstan's Minister of Higher Education and
Science has announced the country's efforts to boost its
academic landscape. The nation has entered into 23 new
academic partnerships and has already opened three for-
eign university campuses. A key part of this strategy is to
attract highly skilled scientists, both from Kazakhstan and
other countries, to improve national research and innova-
tion.

Kazakhstan's strategy to enhance its education
system is focused on attracting top international talent. The
country is offering long-term visas and residency options
to leading professors and researchers in important fields.
Additionally, work permits are being offered to talented
international students to encourage them to study in Ka-
zakhstan. The goal of this initiative is to:

Improve the academic quality of Kazakhstani universities.
Create a more diverse learning environment.
Retain skilled graduates in the country.

Ultimately, this aims to make Kazakhstan a global
center for education and innovation. This approach is also
supported by the observation that inventors tend to move to
places that help them be more productive and encourage
international collaboration.

Narymbayeva et al. (2017) argue, however,
the country must also manage the emigration of its own
skilled workers. While offering more opportunities to study
abroad might initially encourage more people to get an
education, if too many skilled workers leave, the country
won't benefit. This suggests that the positive effects of
skilled emigration only last as long as the emigration rates
remain moderate. Therefore, Kazakhstan needs to balance
attracting international talent with improving opportunities
at home. This approach can ensure the country's human
capital grows rather than shrinks.

Conclusion

This recent policy aiming to reverse educational
migration provides one of the important incentives to at-
tract international skilled professionals, and students from
abroad. Foreign university collaborations can bring the
skilled specialist and improve expertise in education. By
actively attracting and integrating international students,
Kazakhstan can cultivate a strategic talent pool to fuel its
economic growth. This strategic approach also offers the
potential to address demographic imbalances through spe-
cific, targeted measures. By aligning educational institu-
tions with international best practices, Kazakhstan can
both raise the quality of its education system and reinforce
its status as a regional leader. Overall, Kazakhstan's em-
phasis on educational immigration is a promising strategy
for driving economic development, encouraging cultural
exchange, and improving the nation's educational land-
scape as a whole. Through a well-designed and carefully
managed program, Kazakhstan can solidify its position as
a regional hub for education and innovation.
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