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Abstract

This study is devoted to a comprehensive analysis of the determinants of youth unemployment in
Kazakhstan and the specifics of the transition from education to sustainable employment for young
people. The aim of the work is to identify key structural, institutional and socio-economic factors that
affect youth employment, as well as to assess the dynamics of Not in Employment, Education or
Training (hereinafter — NEET) and employment indicators from 2020 to 2044. The methodological
basis includes descriptive statistics, comparative analysis and correlation analysis. Initial data were
obtained from official sources such as the Bureau of National Statistics of Kazakhstan, International
Labor Organization, and World Bank, disaggregated by gender, region, and level of education. Results
showed that between 2019 and 2039, the youth unemployment rate decreased from 7% to 6%, NEET
decreased from 6% to 4%, and the proportion of informal employment fell from 18% to 9%.. Young
women have consistently higher NEET rates (6.7% in 2024) than men (4.9%). The regions with the
highest unemployment rates are Turkestan Oblast and Shymkent, at 7.8% and 7.2% respectively.
Educational differences remain significant: the employment rate for young people with a higher
education is 78%, compared to only 38.9% for those with basic secondary education. These results
confirm the structural nature of youth unemployment, resulting from a mismatch between graduates'
skills and job market demand, as well as regional imbalances and limited entry-level positions. Future
research paths involve the development of more sophisticated quantitative models to evaluate

government programs and their impact on job creation.
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Tyitin

By 3eprrey KazakcTanmarsl skactap »KYMBICCHI3IBIFBIHBIH JICTCPMUHAHTTAPBIH )KOHE JKAC OYBIHHBIH
OUTiM almyJiaH TYPaKThl )KYMBICTICH KAMTBUTYFa KOIIy epeKIIeIKTepiH KEeIIeH Ti TajlayFa apHaJFaH.
3epTTeyIiH MakcaTbl — JKAaCTApIbIH KYMBICIICH KaMTBUIYbIHA OCEP €TETiH HETI3rl KYPBUIBIMIBIK,
WHCTUTYIIMOHAIJBIK JKOHE QJIEyMETTIK-DKOHOMHKAIILIK (haKTOpJIap/Abl aHbIKTay, coHmaii-ak 2020-—
2024 xeutnapnarel NEET (Not in Employment, Education or Training) »oHe »YMBICIIEH KAMTBLTY
KOPCETKIMTEPiHIH JTUHAMUKACHIH Oarayiay. OgicTeMenik 0a3a CHUIAaTTaMalblK CTATHCTHKAHBI,
CAJIBICTBIPMANBI  TANJIAYJbl JKOHE KOPPEISIHSIBIK TalJayAbl KaMTHABL. bacTamkel Iepextep
Kazakcran Pecrry0Onukachl ¥JITTBIK CTATUCTHKA OFOPOCHIHBIH, XaIbIKApAIbIK €HOCK YIHBIMBIHBIH JKOHE
JlyHuexy3i1ik OaHKTIH PECMH KO3JCPIHEH alIbIHBIIN, JKbIHBIC, OHIP JKoHE OLTIM JeHreri OOMHbIHINA
6emniareH. Hotmwkenep 2020-2024 xpinnapsl )kactap apachlHAaFbl )KYMBICCBI3IBIK eHreli 7,0%-nan
6,2%-ra neitin, NEET yneci 6,9%-nan 5,7%-fa feiiid ToMeHIETeHiH, a1 O0elpecMH )KYMBICTICH KaMTy
nmexreri 21,3%-nman 17,9%-ra geiiiH KbIcKapraHblH kepceTTi. JKac oifennep apaceiHmarbl NEET
KOpPCEeTKINI TYpakThl TypAe xorapel (2024 »xwuiel 6,7%), epnepre Kaparanma (4,9%), an
JKYMBICCBI3JIBIKTBIH €H JKOFapbl AeHreiti TypkicTan obmbickiHga (7,8%) sxkoHe I1IbIMKEHT KanachliHaa
(7,2%) Galikananel. biniM fgeHreiine 6aliIaHbICTBI alBIPMAIITBIIBIKTAP MAHBI3IBI OOJIBIN Kajla Oepei:
JKOFaphl OLTIMII JKacTapblH KYMBICIICH KaMTBUTy JeHreii 78%-ra jkerce, Herisri opTa Oinmimi 6ap
XKactap apacblHAa Oy KepceTkimr HeOGopi 38,9%-mbl Kypaiasl. AJBIHFAaH HOTIDKENEp KacTap
JKYMBICCBI3JIBIFBIHBIH KYPBIIBIMABIK CHIIATBIH PacTalibl, OJ1 TYJEKTEPIiH KY3bIPETTepl MEH eHOEK
HapBIFBIHIIAFBl CYPAHBIC apachlHAAFbl AIMAKTHIKTHI, OHIPIIK TEHrEepPIMCI3MIKTEpIi JKOHE Caraibl
0acTankbl JKYMBIC OpPBIHIAPBIHBIH IMISKTEYNIUINH KepceTedi. bonmamak 3epTreynep >KOJaapbl
MEMJICKETTiK Oarmapiamanapsl OarajayFa JXOHE OJap/blH >KYMBIC OpPBIHIAPBIH KYpyFa ocepiH
TaNgayra MYMKIHIIIK O€peTiH HEeFYPIIbIM KYPHAEIi CAHIBIK MOACIBACPAL JaAMBITYIbI OOJDKAMIBL.

Tyiiin ce3mep: KYMBICCBI3IBIK, JKACTAP XYMBICCBI3ABIFBI, JICYMETTIK (aKTOp, SJICYMETTIK cascar,
OeiipecMH KYMBICIIEH KaMTy, TUQPIBIK TpaHCHOpMaIus, TCHASPITIK alllIaKThIK
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AHHOTAUMSA

Hacrosimee wuccnenoBaHue TMOCBSIIIEHO KOMIUIEKCHOMY aHAJIM3Y JAETEPMUHAHT MOJIOJIEKHOM
6e3paboTuipl B Kazaxcrane u 0coOeHHOCTEH Mepexo/ia MOJIOJIBIX Jk0IeH OT 00Y4YEHHS K yCTOHINBOMA
3aHATOCTH. Llenms paboThI 3aKTF0YaeTCs B BBISBICHUH KITFOUEBBIX CTPYKTYPHBIX, HHCTUTYIIHOHAIBHBIX
U COIMATIBbHO-9KOHOMHUYECKUX (DaKTOPOB, BIUSIOMINX HA 3aHATOCTH MOJIOJICKH, a TAaK)KE B OIIECHKE
muaamuky mokaszareneit NEET (Not in Employment, Education or Training) u 3anstoctu B 2020—
2024 tr. Meroandeckas 0a3a BKIIOYACT OINMUCATEIbHYI CTATUCTUKY, CPABHUTEJLHBIA aHAJM3,
KOPPEJSIMOHHBIA aHanmn3. VCXOmHbIe NaHHBIC MOJYYEHBI M3 OQHUIMAIBGHBIX HUCTOYHHKOB bBropo
HalMOHANBHOHM cTtatucTku PK, MexmyHaponHol opraHm3anuu Tpyjaa U BcemupHoro OaHka, C
pa30UBKOI 11O MOy, pErHOHAM U YPOBHIO 00pa3oBaHus. Pe3ynbraTel mokasanu, uro 3a 2020—2024 rr.
YpOBEHb MOJIOIeXKHOH Oe3paboTuiibl cokparmics ¢ 7.0% mo 6.2%, NEET — ¢ 6.9% 10 5.7%, a mons
HehopMaNbHOM 3aHATOCTH cHH3MIACh ¢ 21.3% mo 17.9%. ¥V monoapix xenna NEET cTaGuibHO
Bhbime (6.7% B 2024 1.) mo cpaBHeHUIO ¢ MyxuuHamu (4.9%), a pervoHbl ¢ HanboJiee BBHICOKOU
6e3padorurneit — Typkectanckas oonacts (7.8%) u Lsmvmkent (7.2%). O6pa3zoBaTenbHBIE pPa3THIHS
OCTalOTCS KJIIOYEBBIMU: YPOBEHb 3aHATOCTU CPEIU MOJIOJIEKH C BBHICIIUM OOpa30BaHUEM JOCTUTAET
78%, Torma Kak y Jmil c 0a30BeIM cpemHEM — Jumb 38.9%. IlomydeHHBIE pE3yNbTATHI
MOJTBEPKIAIOT CTPYKTYPHBIA XapakTep MOJOJCKHOH 0e3paOboTHIIBI, OTPAXKAIOIINNA HECOOTBETCTBUE
MEXIy KOMIETEHIMSIMH BBITyCKHUKOB M CIIPOCOM Ha PBIHKE TPy[a, PETHOHATBHBIC TUCOAIaHChl 1
OTpaHUYCHHOCTh KAa4eCTBEHHBIX CTapTOBBIX paboumx Mect.Ilytr Oyaymmx HCCIeIoBaHUN
MPEIIONaraloT pa3BUTHE O0JIee CIOKHBIX KOJIMIECTBEHHBIX MOAEIEH IS OLCHKH T'OCYAapCTBCHHBIX

noporpaMm U MX BJIMAHUSA Ha CO3JaHHC pa60qu MCECT.

KawueBbie ciaoBa: 6e3padotuiia, Mojaoa&KHas 0e3paboTHIA, COIMANBHBIA (aKTOp, COIHAIbHAS
MOJMTHKA, He(OpMabHAasl 3aHATOCTb, U(pOBast TpaHCHOpMAIIHs, TeHICPHBIH Pa3phiB
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Introduction

Y outh unemployment is widely recognised as one of the most sensitive indicators
of a country's social and economic stability. Young people are usually the first to feel the
consequences of economic slowdowns, structural reforms, and technological change, and
the last to benefit from periods of recovery and growth. In Kazakhstan, the issue of youth
unemployment has acquired strategic importance, as young people constitute a
substantial share of the population and represent the core of the future labour force, tax
base, and civic participation. At the same time, official statistics and analytical reports
show that the unemployment rate among young people remains consistently higher than
the overall unemployment rate. In contrast, a significant proportion of young people are
either not working, not studying, or not engaged in any form of training. The persistence
of youth unemployment in Kazakhstan is not only a matter of individual unsuccessful job
search or temporary economic shocks. It reflects deeper structural and institutional
imbalances in the formation, distribution, and utilisation of human capital. Over the last
decade, Kazakhstan has invested heavily in expanding access to education, modernising
universities and colleges, and introducing various state programmes to support
employment and entrepreneurship. However, the transition from education to work for
many young people remains lengthy, uncertain, and poorly structured. Employers
regularly report a lack of practical skills and work experience among graduates, while
graduates themselves face limited opportunities to obtain their first stable job that
matches their qualifications and expectations. The phenomenon of Not in Employment,
Education or Training (hereinafter — NEET) youth illustrates this tension particularly
clearly. Young people who are not in employment, education, or training are at risk of
long-term detachment from the labour market, loss of skills and motivation, social
exclusion, and poverty. For the state, a high share of NEET youth signals an inefficient
use of human capital and an increasing burden on the social protection system. In the
context of Kazakhstan’s ambition to move towards a diversified and innovation-driven
economy, such losses become especially costly. Youth unemployment is therefore not
only a social problem but also a key constraint on long-term economic development,
productivity growth, and social cohesion. At the same time, the labour market itself is
undergoing profound changes due to digitalisation, global value chains, and new forms
of employment. Remote work, platform-based employment, freelance contracts and
project-based assignments are gradually becoming more widespread. For young people,
these changes create both new opportunities and new forms of vulnerability. On the one
hand, digital skills and online platforms can open access to international labour markets
and flexible employment. On the other hand, many of these jobs are unstable, weakly
regulated, and provide limited social protection. In Kazakhstan, the regulatory framework
has not yet fully adapted to these new realities, complicating the classification and
measurement of youth employment and undermining the effectiveness of traditional
policy instruments.

International experience demonstrates that countries which have successfully
reduced youth unemployment typically combine several elements: a strong system of
vocational and higher education closely linked to employers’ needs; early and continuous
career guidance; active labour-market policies focused on young people; and targeted
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support for vulnerable groups who face multiple barriers to employment. For Kazakhstan,
the challenge consists of translating these principles into the national institutional context,
with its specific regional disparities, historical legacy of centrally planned employment,
and ongoing reforms of the education system and public administration.

In this regard, there is a clear need for a detailed, evidence-based analysis of youth
unemployment in Kazakhstan that goes beyond simple descriptive indicators. It is crucial
to understand which groups of young people are most at risk, which factors influence
their chances of entering stable employment, how effective current youth employment
programmes are, and to what extent the existing institutional architecture supports or,
conversely, constrains the school-to-work transition. Such an analysis can contribute not
only to academic debates on youth employment in transition economies, but also to the
design of more targeted and coherent public policies.

The aim of the work is to identify key structural, institutional and socio-economic
factors that affect youth employment, as well as to assess the dynamics of NEET and
employment indicators from 2020 to 2044. The analysis focuses on three interrelated
dimensions: the quality and relevance of education and training; the structure and
dynamics of the labour market, including informal employment; and the configuration of
state programmes and institutions responsible for youth employment. By combining
statistical evidence with a critical review of existing policies, the article seeks to highlight
both the progress achieved and the remaining gaps in supporting young people’s
transition from education to decent work. Continuing this discussion, it is essential to
recognise that youth unemployment in Kazakhstan is shaped not only by economic trends
but also by demographic dynamics. The country has entered a period of demographic
youth expansion: the number of young people entering the labour force has been steadily
increasing, and this trend is expected to continue through the next decade. This
demographic pressure intensifies competition for available jobs, especially in urban
centres such as Almaty, Astana, and Shymkent, where young people tend to concentrate
in search of better economic opportunities. However, regional labour markets
demonstrate varying levels of absorption capacity. Rural regions and small towns offer
far fewer stable jobs, and the mismatch between labour supply and demand becomes
particularly acute. As a result, internal migration flows contribute to additional labour-
market imbalances, with cities experiencing surpluses of applicants for entry-level
positions, while peripheral regions lack qualified professionals. Such patterns complicate
policy design, requiring differentiated regional approaches rather than uniform national
strategies.

In addition to demographic and regional factors, the transition from education to
employment remains one of the most vulnerable stages for young people in Kazakhstan.
Although the country has significantly expanded access to higher and vocational
education, the quality and relevance of training programmes continue to raise concerns
among employers. Numerous surveys indicate that graduates often lack practical
competencies, experience working in real organisational settings, and soft skills such as
communication, teamwork, and problem-solving. At the same time, many young people
set their expectations unrealistically high, aiming for “prestigious” positions and rejecting
available entry-level jobs, which delays their labour-market integration. The result is a
paradoxical situation in which employers report a shortage of qualified workers while
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young graduates struggle to find suitable employment. This gap points to structural
inefficiencies in the coordination between education providers and labour-market
stakeholders. Informal employment further complicates the picture. A notable share of
young people enter the labour market through informal or semi-formal jobs in trade,
services, construction, delivery services, and digital freelance platforms. Such
opportunities often serve as an initial step toward acquiring experience and income;
however, they also create risks associated with unstable earnings, a lack of social
protection, the absence of long-term prospects, and disengagement from formal career
pathways. For policymakers, informal employment represents a “hidden” segment that
distorts labour-market indicators and diminishes the effectiveness of traditional policy
tools that rely on formal registration, institutional training, and standardised employment
programmes. In this context, youth employment policy must expand beyond formal
mechanisms and incorporate new forms of work, including gig-based, hybrid, and
platform-mediated employment. Furthermore, youth unemployment cannot be fully
understood without examining the socio-psychological and behavioural factors that affect
labour-market participation. International research increasingly highlights the
importance of motivation, self-efficacy, career adaptability, and mental well-being in
shaping young people’s readiness to enter the workforce. In Kazakhstan, challenges
related to stress, lack of career guidance, limited awareness of labour-market
opportunities, and insufficient mentoring support can significantly delay the school-to-
work transition. Young people from low-income families, rural areas, or socially
vulnerable groups often face additional barriers, including limited access to educational
resources, transport constraints, weaker social networks, and reduced access to high-
quality career counselling. As a result, these groups are disproportionately represented
among the unemployed and NEET youth, indicating that youth unemployment is not only
an economic problem but also a matter of social inequality. Government initiatives have
sought to address these challenges through a variety of programmes, such as “Zhas
Talap,” “Zhas Maman,” subsidised internships, youth practice, entrepreneurship grants,
and regional employment centres. While these programmes have contributed to job
creation and skills development, their effectiveness remains uneven across regions and
target groups. Many initiatives are temporary, fragmented, or insufficiently coordinated,
leading to duplication of efforts and limited long-term impact. There is also a growing
need for stronger monitoring and evaluation mechanisms to assess the real outcomes of
youth employment interventions rather than focusing solely on quantitative enrolment
figures. For Kazakhstan to achieve sustainable improvements, youth employment policy
must move towards an integrated model that supports young people through early career
exploration, structured skills development, facilitated access to first work experience, and
continuous engagement with employers. The global context introduces additional
challenges and opportunities. The rapid digital transformation of the world economy is
changing the nature of work and demanding new competencies, particularly digital
literacy, analytical thinking, adaptability, and interdisciplinary skills. For Kazakhstan, the
adoption of digital technologies in industry, services, and public administration offers
significant potential for job creation. Yet, it also risks widening the gap between digitally
skilled and digitally excluded youth. Ensuring equitable access to digital resources,
fostering STEM and IT competencies, and aligning curricula with technological change
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are therefore essential components of youth employment policy. At the same time,
integration into global value chains and regional economic initiatives creates new
prospects for mobility, remote work, and professional development, which can serve as
important pathways for reducing structural barriers. Taken together, these factors
demonstrate that youth unemployment in Kazakhstan is a multidimensional issue
requiring a holistic and evidence-based response. Addressing it involves not only
expanding job opportunities but also transforming the mechanisms through which young
people acquire skills, develop career strategies, access labour-market information, and
build professional networks. A successful transition to stable employment depends on the
joint efforts of the state, educational institutions, employers, and civil society, working
together to create an enabling environment for young people. This analytical foundation
provides the basis for the subsequent review of academic literature, which situates the
Kazakhstani case within broader international debates on youth unemployment, labour-
market transitions, and the structural determinants of youth integration. By synthesising
previous findings and contextualising them within Kazakhstan’s socio-economic
landscape, the next section develops a conceptual framework to understand the key
drivers of youth unemployment and identify policy gaps that must be addressed.

Literature Review

International research on youth unemployment provides an extensive foundation for
understanding the complexity of young people’s labour-market integration. Scholars
consistently describe youth unemployment as a multidimensional phenomenon shaped
by macroeconomic conditions, institutional arrangements, demographic patterns,
educational systems, and behavioural factors (Scarpetta et al., 2010). Figure 1 provides a
visual representation of the main research themes dominating the global scholarship on
youth employment.

According to global studies, young people experience higher unemployment rates
compared to adults not only because they lack experience, but also due to the structural
design of labour markets, which often prioritise workers with established career histories
(Bell & Blanchflower, 2019). The International Labour Organization emphasises that
youth unemployment tends to be more sensitive to economic cycles, with young people
disproportionately affected during periods of crisis or structural transformation (Pastore,
2018). This is especially relevant for emerging economies, where labour markets are still
developing and institutional coordination remains limited (Bell & Blanchflower, 2011).

One central theme in the international literature concerns the mismatch between
education and labour-market requirements. Numerous studies show that even in countries
with high levels of educational attainment, graduates may lack the relevant skills
demanded by employers (McGuinness et al., 2018). This mismatch typically includes not
only technical competencies but also essential soft skills such as communication,
problem-solving, teamwork, adaptability and independent learning. Research conducted
across OECD and developing countries highlights that rapid technological change and
the digitalisation of industries intensify this mismatch, as educational institutions often
struggle to update curricula and training programmes in line with evolving market needs
(Quintini & Manfredi, 2009). As aresult, many young people enter the labour market
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Figure 1. Keyword co-occurrence network in youth employment research

with qualifications that are either outdated or insufficiently aligned with employer
expectations. Another essential component of the youth unemployment discourse
concerns the transition between education and employment. Studies in European, Asian
and Latin American contexts document that the school-to-work transition has become
increasingly prolonged and unstable (Furlong, 2006). Structural barriers, fragmented
career-guidance systems and insufficient institutional support contribute to delays in
achieving stable employment. Young people face challenges not only in securing their
first job but also in navigating early career fluctuations, which can have long-term
consequences for their lifetime earnings, professional development and social integration
(Banerji et al., 2020). Research suggests that the quality of the first job significantly
affects future trajectories; therefore, temporary, informal or low-skill employment,
although often necessary, may reinforce long-term vulnerability (Frey & Osborne, 2017).

Informal employment is widely examined in the literature as a dominant entry point
for youth in many developing regions. While informal jobs offer immediate opportunities
for income generation, they rarely provide pathways to stable employment or skills
accumulation. Empirical studies across Central Asia, Eastern Europe and Sub-Saharan
Africa show that prolonged engagement in informal work can trap young people in cycles
of instability, limited upward mobility and weak social protection (Card et al., 2018).
This is particularly relevant for sectors undergoing rapid changes, such as retail,
construction, transport and digital gig work (van Deursen & van Dijk, 2019). Researchers
note that the dual nature of informal employment, simultaneously enabling and limiting,
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calls for nuanced policy responses that recognise its economic role while promoting
gradual transitions to formal work (de Haas & Fokkema, 2011).

Y outh unemployment is also closely linked to broader socio-economic inequalities.
International research demonstrates that young people from low-income households,
rural areas, or disadvantaged social groups often experience reduced access to quality
education, limited professional networks, and fewer opportunities for skill-building (Cho
& Honorati, 2014). These factors contribute to higher rates of unemployment,
underemployment, and NEET status. Studies on social mobility emphasise that inequality
of opportunity during adolescence and early adulthood has long-term effects,
perpetuating cycles of exclusion. Therefore, effective youth employment strategies must
integrate targeted support for vulnerable groups, ensuring equal access to resources and
opportunities across regions and socio-economic categories. Psychological and
behavioural research adds an additional layer to understanding youth unemployment.
Scholars highlight that motivation, career self-efficacy, aspirations, and perceived
barriers significantly shape young people’s employment outcomes (Acemoglu &
Restrepo, 2020). Young individuals with low self-confidence or unclear career goals are
more likely to delay entering the labour market or remain unemployed despite available
opportunities. Studies emphasise that the lack of career guidance, mentoring, and role
models can weaken young people’s career adaptability, making them less prepared for
labour-market demands. In this context, early career interventions, counselling, and
exposure to real-work environments are identified as crucial mechanisms for supporting
youth transitions.

Policy-focused literature provides further insights into the role of governments in
addressing youth unemployment. Countries with effective youth employment policies
typically adopt integrated, multi-level strategies that combine skills development,
employer partnerships, active labour-market programmes, entrepreneurship support, and
targeted measures for disadvantaged youth. Successful models include dual education
systems, apprenticeship schemes, structured internships, public—private training
partnerships, job-matching platforms, and comprehensive career-guidance frameworks.
International evidence shows that isolated, short-term programmes tend to have limited
impact, whereas coordinated, systemic approaches yield more sustainable results.

As depicted in Figure 2, key authors in the field form several distinct co-citation
clusters.

In the Central Asian context, existing research highlights several challenges that
are specific to the region. Labour markets remain characterised by structural imbalances,
limited diversification, and persistent dependence on traditional sectors. Educational
institutions, despite efforts to modernise, often struggle to incorporate practical training
and employer engagement. Furthermore, migration trends shape youth labour outcomes:
high levels of external migration reduce domestic labour supply in some sectors, while
internal migration creates pressure on urban labour markets. Studies of Kazakhstan,
Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan reveal common patterns, including high NEET rates,
dominance of informal employment, urban—rural disparities, and insufficient alignment
between education and labour-market needs. However, research also emphasises the
potential of digitalisation, entrepreneurship, and regional integration to offer new
employment pathways for young people.
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Figure 2. Co-citation network of key authors in youth employment research

In Kazakhstan specifically, academic studies identify youth unemployment as both
an economic and a social challenge. Despite steady economic development, the labour
market has not fully adapted to demographic and structural changes. The gap between
employer expectations and educational outcomes remains substantial, particularly in
STEM, IT, managerial, and technical fields. Researchers point out that many graduates
lack exposure to practical work environments, which limits their readiness for
employment. At the same time, employers often underestimate the potential of young
workers, preferring experienced candidates and contributing to age-based segmentation
in hiring practices. This dynamic reinforces the initial barriers faced by young people and
prolongs their job search. There is also growing attention in the literature to the
emergence of new forms of employment among Kazakhstan’s youth. Digital freelancing,
platform-based work, and hybrid employment offer flexibility and income opportunities
but also carry risks related to instability, lack of regulation, and the absence of long-term
career development. While these forms of work are expanding, research notes that they
currently complement rather than replace traditional employment structures.
Policymakers are therefore urged to adopt forward-looking labour regulations that
acknowledge new employment models while preserving social protection mechanisms.

Overall, the literature demonstrates that youth unemployment is a deeply
interconnected issue that reflects macroeconomic conditions, educational quality, labour-
market structures, and individual circumstances. Understanding these dynamics is
essential for identifying the drivers of youth unemployment in Kazakhstan and for
developing policies that support sustainable workforce integration. The analytical
insights from the international and regional literature form a conceptual basis for further
empirical analysis, helping to identify gaps between existing policies and the real needs
of young people as they enter the labour market. Building on this foundation, the
following sections of the paper integrate empirical evidence, case analysis, and policy
evaluation to assess the current state of youth unemployment in Kazakhstan and outline
potential pathways for improvement.
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Research Methods

This study utilises a mixed-technique approach that combines descriptive statistical
analysis of national labour-market data in Kazakhstan with comparative international
benchmarks and a secondary literature review. Data were sourced primarily from the
Bureau of National Statistics of the Republic of Kazakhstan (labour force survey, NEET
indicators, youth employment registers) and complemented by international datasets
from the International Labour Organization and the World Bank (youth unemployment
and NEET rates, 2020-2024). The youth age group is defined as those aged 18—35 years.
Key variables include the youth unemployment rate, NEET youth share, gender and
regional breakdowns, education level, and employment status (formal versus informal).
The data were organised into tabular form and time-series graphs to illustrate trends over
the five years (2020-2024) and regional variation.

The research stages consisted of the following steps:

(1) Object definition and age group selection: The focus was on young people aged
18-35, taking into account cross-country differences in the definition of this category.

(2) Collection of initial statistical data: Data on employment, unemployment,
NEET (Not in Education, Employment or Training), and the structure of formal and
informal employment was collected from official sources.

(3) Building a single database and pre-cleaning: The data for 2020-24 was brought
to a common form, duplicates were removed, definitions were agreed, and completeness
of time series was checked.

(4) Descriptive statistical analysis: Dynamics of indicators (unemployment rate,
NEET, informal employment), time changes, abnormal values were assessed.

(5) Regional and gender comparison of indicators: A comparative analysis of
differences between large regions, as well as between men and women, in terms of
employment and NEET was performed.

(6) Correlation analysis: The relationship between the level of education and key
labor indicators is estimated: education — unemployment (r =-0.41); education — NEET
(r=-0.52).

(7) Interpretation of data taking into account institutional factors: Factors
influencing the dynamics are analyzed: the quality of education, the availability of jobs,
the regional structure of the economy, gender barriers, and the scale of the informal
sector.

(8) Drawing conclusions and determining directions for further research: Based on
a set of data, structural causes of persistent youth unemployment were identified and
analytical gaps requiring further study were identified.

For analytical clarity, four sets of indicators were prepared: the first reflects
national labour-market dynamics; the second describes gender-disaggregated youth
unemployment and NEET rates; the third highlights differences across major
administrative regions; and the fourth presents youth labour-market outcomes by highest
education attained. Visual materials illustrating the key trends include dynamics of youth
unemployment for 2020-2024 and changes in NEET levels over the same period.
Correlation analysis was conducted to examine the relationship between education level
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and youth unemployment status; correlation coefficients above 0.30 are considered
indicative of a moderate association. The study acknowledges limitations related to data
uniformity (differences in international definitions of youth and under-coverage of
informal employment), which restrict causal inference; therefore, the analysis focuses on
descriptive and associative patterns rather than causal modelling.

Results

The analysis reveals several significant and interrelated patterns in the structure and
dynamics of youth unemployment in Kazakhstan during the 2020-2024 period. The
overall youth unemployment rate shows moderate year-to-year fluctuations. Still, it
remains consistently above the general unemployment rate, indicating the presence of
systemic barriers in the school-to-work transition. This persistent gap suggests that young
people continue to face obstacles related not only to economic cycles but also to structural
factors such as skill mismatches, limited availability of quality entry-level jobs, and
employers’ preferences for experienced workers. As a result, even in periods of economic
stabilisation, young people remain more vulnerable to labour-market shocks than the
adult population. Table 1 summarises the core macro-level labour indicators for
individuals aged 18-35, providing a clearer picture of the evolving youth labour-market
landscape.

Table 1. National youth labour-market indicators in Kazakhstan for 2020-2024

Year Youth un(eozr)l)ployment NEET rate (%) In;'(::l'gilagl ;:)liﬁll?il(r)z;nt
2020 7.0 6.9 21.3
2021 6.7 6.7 20.1
2022 6.5 6.3 19.0
2023 6.8 6.0 18.7
2024 6.2 5.7 17.9

Note: compiled by the author

The data demonstrate a gradual, although uneven, improvement across all major
indicators-youth unemployment, NEET share, and informal employment—reflecting
slow but sustained progress in youth labour absorption. The downward trajectory of the
NEET rate is particularly noteworthy, as it suggests incremental improvements in
educational engagement and early labour-market participation. However, the decline in
youth unemployment is less linear, with a temporary increase in 2023, which can be
attributed to post-pandemic restructuring, sectoral shifts, and heightened competition for
limited job openings in urban labour markets.

Despite these improvements, several structural challenges remain visible. Informal
employment among youth shows only marginal declines, signalling that a substantial
proportion of young people continue to rely on unstable, low-productivity forms of work.
This implies that while more young individuals may be “employed,” they are not
necessarily integrated into secure employment pathways that provide social protection,
skill accumulation, or long-term career prospects. The persistence of informal work limits
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the effectiveness of formal state employment programmes and complicates labour-
market monitoring. The combined trends presented in Table 1 suggest that Kazakhstan
has made incremental progress in strengthening youth labour-market integration during
the observed period. However, the improvements are neither rapid nor evenly distributed
across demographic groups or regions.

The data show a gradual and steady decline in both youth unemployment and NEET
indicators over the 2020-2024 period, signalling modest but positive improvements in
youth labour absorption. This downward trend suggests that more young people are
gradually integrating into either employment or education, reflecting the combined
effects of economic stabilisation, post-pandemic recovery, and ongoing state
programmes aimed at stimulating youth participation in the labour market. However,
despite these improvements, the pace of reduction remains slow, indicating that
underlying structural constraints continue to limit rapid progress. The fact that youth
unemployment decreases by only 0.8 percentage points over five years highlights the
persistence of systemic barriers, including employers’ reluctance to hire inexperienced
workers, regional labour-market imbalances, and continuing skills mismatches between
educational output and real-sector needs. A deeper examination of gender, regional, and
educational patterns, presented in subsequent tables, indicates that the overall positive
trajectory masks substantial disparities that continue to define the youth employment
landscape.

A similar pattern is observed in the NEET indicator, which declines from 6.9% to
5.7%. Although the reduction is consistent and suggests an improvement in the
educational and employment engagement of young people, the magnitude of change
remains modest. This indicates that vulnerable groups, including young mothers, rural
youth and those without vocational qualifications, continue to face challenges related to
access to quality training, childcare constraints, limited mobility and insufficient
awareness of employment opportunities. As a result, despite the general positive
trajectory, the NEET group remains a significant policy concern. Informal employment
among youth, which serves as a proxy for job quality and stability, shows only marginal
improvement. The decrease from 21.3% to 17.9% over the period is relatively small and
indicates that informal work continues to function as an important, and often unavoidable,
entry point for many young people. This persistence suggests that structural problems in
job creation—particularly in regions with limited industrial diversification—remain
unresolved. Informal employment often reflects insufficient availability of formal entry-
level positions, limited incentives for employers to formalise labour relations, and the
preference among youth for flexible forms of work that offer immediate income, albeit
at the cost of social protection and long-term career development. Taken together, the
patterns in Table 1 demonstrate that while Kazakhstan is making measurable progress in
reducing youth unemployment and NEET rates, these improvements are gradual and
insufficiently transformative. The slow decline, combined with sustained levels of
informal employment, indicates that the youth labour market continues to face systemic
pressures. Addressing these issues requires not only continued economic recovery but
also targeted interventions to improve the quality of first jobs, strengthen career-guidance
systems, align educational programmes with labour-market needs, and create more
formal, stable employment pathways for young people.
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Figure 3 shows a nonlinear but generally improving trajectory of youth
unemployment in 2020-2024.
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Figure 3. Youth unemployment trend in Kazakhstan for 2020-2024

The rate reaches a local minimum in 2022, reflecting short-term post-pandemic
recovery and renewed hiring in service and industry sectors. The slight increase in 2023
suggests that this improvement was not fully sustained, as employers adjusted staffing
levels after the rebound and competition for entry-level jobs intensified. By 2024,
unemployment declines again, pointing to a gradual stabilisation of the youth labour
market as the economy adapts to new structural conditions. Gender disaggregation
highlights persistent inequalities. Although the unemployment gap between young men
and women remains relatively small, NEET indicators reveal a much wider disparity,
with young women consistently showing higher rates. These differences reflect ongoing
challenges related to family responsibilities, limited access to flexible work, and lower
participation in vocational training. Table 2 provides a more detailed breakdown of these
gender-specific trends.

Table 2. Gender-disaggregated youth unemployment and NEET Rates, in %

Year Male Female Male NEET | Female NEET
Unemployment Unemployment

2020 6.8 7.3 5.8 8.3

2021 6.5 7.0 5.6 8.0

2022 6.3 6.7 53 7.6

2023 6.6 7.1 5.1 73

2024 6.0 6.5 4.9 6.7

Note: compiled by the author
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NEET gender disparities remain pronounced, indicating that young women
continue to face a wider set of structural and social barriers in their transition to
employment. These disparities suggest that family responsibilities, limited access to
childcare, and traditional expectations around domestic roles disproportionately restrict
young women’s participation in the labour market. In addition, educational and
occupational mismatches, where young women are more likely to specialise in fields with
lower labour-market demand, further limit their employment opportunities. Access to
vocational training and reskilling programmes also appears less equitable, reducing
young women's ability to adapt to changing labour-market requirements.

In Figure 4, the consistently declining NEET trend illustrates gradual
improvements in youth transitions to education and employment, while highlighting the
continued vulnerability of low-skilled and low-mobility groups.

NEET Rate (%)

20200 20205  2021.0 20215  2022.0 20225 _ 2023.0 _ 20235 _ 2024.0
Year

Figure 4. NEET youth trend in Kazakhstan for 2020-2024

The decline in NEET indicators is more stable than the unemployment trend,
suggesting gradual improvements in education-to-employment transitions and a more
consistent reintegration of young people into learning or work activities. This stability
indicates that policies aimed at expanding vocational programmes, digital skills training,
and youth engagement mechanisms are beginning to show measurable effects. However,
the pace of decline remains modest, pointing to the continued vulnerability of specific
groups, particularly those with low education or limited mobility. Regional analysis
further reveals persistent territorial disparities in youth labour outcomes.

As shown in Table 3, the highest youth unemployment rates are concentrated in the
southern and western regions, where demographic pressure, limited diversification, and
a high prevalence of informal work constrain labour-market absorption.
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Table 3. Youth unemployment by major regions of Kazakhstan, in %

Region Youth unemployment
Almaty city 54
Astana city 5.1
Shymkent 7.2
Turkestan 7.8
Mangystau 7.5
East Kazakhstan 6.0
Kostanay 6.3
Atyrau 5.9

Note: compiled by the author

A dense youth population characterises Southern regions, lower formal
employment rates, and persistent structural skills mismatches, all of which contribute to
elevated unemployment levels. These areas typically exhibit limited economic
diversification, dependence on low-productivity sectors, and weaker institutional support
for career development, making it more difficult for young people to secure stable
employment. The concentration of youth in these regions intensifies competition for a
narrow set of formal job opportunities. At the same time, gaps in vocational training and
access to modern labour-market services further constrain mobility and job matching. As
a result, territorial disparities remain a significant factor shaping youth labour-market
outcomes. Table 4 can help understand the number of unemployed and employed people
by level of education.

Table 4. Youth employment status by education level

Education Level Employed (%) Unemployed (%) NEET (%)
Higher education 78.0 5.2 3.1
College 64.5 6.1 6.4
General secondary 523 7.8 10.6
Basic secondary or 38.9 9.1 15.4
lower

Note: compiled by the author

A strong negative association is observed between education and both
unemployment and NEET levels. The correlation analysis indicates that the relationship
between education level and unemployment is moderately negative, with a coefficient of
-0.41, while the association between education and NEET is even more pronounced,
reaching -0.52, which corresponds to a moderate-to-strong negative correlation. These
findings confirm that the level of education plays a central role in shaping youth labour-
market outcomes in Kazakhstan, reinforcing the importance of effective education-to-
employment pathways.
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Conclusion

The results of the study show that the problem of youth unemployment in
Kazakhstan is complex and influenced by several factors, from the specifics of the
economic structure to the level of graduate training and differences between regions. The
analysis confirms: the higher the education of young people, the lower the likelihood of
being out of work. However, the continuing inconsistency between what is taught in
colleges and universities and what real jobs require still makes it difficult for yesterday's
students to find employment. In addition, differences between urban and rural areas,
manifested in high NEET rates, limited access to vocational training, and low mobility,
increase inequality of opportunities in the labor market. The situation is also affected by
global changes, digitalization, changes in the employment structure, and new demands
from employers, which makes the task of supporting young people even more urgent.
The assessment confirms that the current state policy measures in the field of youth
employment need closer coordination between educational institutions, government
agencies, and employers. It is essential to develop high-quality career guidance systems,
expand access to digital skills, and increase the practical focus of educational programs,
this will help reduce the gap between graduates' competencies and market requirements.
Special attention should be paid to high-risk groups: young women and youth from
regions with limited economic opportunities, where the proportion of NEET is
consistently higher. Comprehensive solutions are needed to eliminate regional
differences and improve the effectiveness of employment institutions to reduce
unemployment sustainably. The contribution of this study is an updated empirical
analysis of youth unemployment trends in Kazakhstan using modern data and
international methodological approaches. The findings emphasize the need for constant
monitoring, improved forecasting of labor market needs, and a strengthened partnership
between government and business. The results also open up opportunities for further
research, such as evaluating the long-term effectiveness of employment programs, the
impact of digital transformation on job creation, and the role of regional ecosystems in
the professional development of young people. Ultimately, the work shows that reducing
youth unemployment should become one of the country's key strategic objectives, since
this problem directly affects economic development, social sustainability, and the
formation of human capital in Kazakhstan.
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