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Svensk sammanfattning / Swedish summary 

Denna avhandling bidrar till den mycket knapphändiga demografiska litteraturen om 

Centralasien – den region genom vilken den legendariska silkesvägen mellan öst och väst 

en gång gick. Fokus ligger på Kirgizistan men inbegriper även två andra länder i 

närområdet: Uzbekistan och Tadzjikistan. I avhandlingen analyseras samspelet mellan de 

demografiska processerna giftermål, barnafödande och migration. Även intentioner till 

barnafödande och migration analyseras. Avhandlingen består av fyra samförfattade och 

en soloförfattad studie som binds samman genom ett gemensamt tema om etno-kulturella 

skillnader i demografiskt beteende. I de första tre studierna analyseras sambandet mellan 

(intern) migration och familjebildning. Det visas att högre fruktsamhetsnivåer bland dem 

som just bytt bostadsort hänger samman med äktenskapsrelaterade omflyttningar. I den 

fjärde studien analyseras intentioner att flytta från Kirgizistan. Det visas att etnisk 

tillhörighet är en viktig faktor i sammanhanget, som oberoende av andra faktorer 

påverkar preferenser och planer angående emigration. I den avslutande studien jämförs 

fruktsamhet och fruktsamhetsintentioner hos etniska minoriteter och majoriteter i tre 

angränsande länder i regionen. Skillnader i fruktsamhetsbeteende mellan olika grupper 

ses som det kombinerade resultatet av respektive grupps status i samhället, institutionella 

faktorer som är specifika för de olika länderna samt andra övergripande historiska och 

kulturella faktorer. 
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Introduction 

The present thesis consists of this introductory chapter and five independent 

papers that contribute to the limited literature on population dynamics in post-Soviet 

Central Asia. The region is distinguished by remarkable ethnic diversity. The political 

and socioeconomic transformations that gripped Central Asia after the demise of the 

USSR offer exceptionally rich material for research on ethnic-specific demographic 

behaviors during such change. We analyze the transitions to marriage, childbearing, and 

migration and their interplay, and study migration and fertility intentions among 

population sub-groups with different ethno-cultural backgrounds. We also account for the 

role of ethnic majority-minority group status in producing demographic differentials. All 

studies are based on survey data. 

 

The setting 

Most of the research presented in this thesis is on Kyrgyzstan, officially the 

Kyrgyz Republic – a post-Soviet Central Asian country with a population of 5.36 million 

at the time of the 2009 census (NSCKR 2010). The last paper of the thesis compares 

Kyrgyzstan with its neighboring countries Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. 

The features of Kyrgyzstan that are particularly relevant to our study are its 

ethno-cultural diversity and the nativist tendencies of its post-Soviet politics. Each of 

these features is likely to play a role in forming ethno-cultural and ethnic divides in 

demographic behaviors. 

First, the ethnic, religious, and linguistic diversity of Kyrgyzstan makes the 

ethno-cultural factor an important issue in demographic research on this country. While 

ethno-cultural cleavages are inherited from the Soviet era the rising influence of Islam, 

which was suppressed during Soviet times, may have increased the post-Soviet diversity 

of demographic behavior. The search for national identity in these countries is sometimes 

argued to have contributed to the resurgence of local practices, for instance, bride 

kidnapping
1
 (e.g., Werner 2009; Kleinbach and Salimjanova 2007). Practices such as 

                                                 
1 Bride kidnapping, which is a nomadic custom, is officially illegal, yet apparently wide spread among the 

titular ethnicity of Kyrgyzstan. It can be consensual or non-consensual. According to recent survey data, one 

third of marriages among Kyrgyz respondents resulted from bride kidnapping; half of them were non-

consensual. Interestingly, these data show that bride kidnappings, including non-consensual ones, were 

somewhat more common among respondents who married during Soviet times, which contradicts the view 

that kidnappings have become more widespread after the demise of the Soviet Union (calculated from the 

survey „Global recession, local instability, and migration from Kyrgyzstan‟, 2011, N=2030). The practice of 

bride kidnapping also exist in Kazakhstan and some regions of Uzbekistan. 



2 

 

religious marriage and polygamy also appear to be on the rise
2
 (Denisenko 2004; 

Denisenko and Kalmykova 2011; Smolak 2010). Even though the study of these practices 

is beyond the scope of the thesis they are likely to influence family formation behaviors. 

We account for the potential influences of these practices by controlling in our analyses 

for respondents‟ ethno-cultural background which is also highly correlated with religion. 

Second, ethnicity is likely to influence demographic behaviors and outcomes 

because of its changing political meaning and implications. After the dissolution of the 

USSR, most, if not all, former Soviet republics witnessed increased ethnic nationalism 

(e.g., Kosmarskaya 2006). This produced increased insecurities and diminished political 

and social opportunities for ethnic minorities. A possible outcome of developments of 

this kind is demographic adaptation to the disadvantaged conditions among ethnic 

minorities. 

Other important factors that may have had an impact on Kyrgyzstan‟s 

demographic dynamics are the nation‟s poor economic performance and its political 

instability. Since the early 1990s, Kyrgyzstan has experienced a dramatic economic 

downturn, two violent revolutions both resulting in the change of government, and two 

bloody outbursts of inter-ethnic conflicts
3
. During the first decade after the dissolution of 

the USSR, Kyrgyzstan, like other countries in the post-Soviet world, experienced a 

dramatic decline in Gross Domestic Product and living standards. Subsequent years have 

generally been characterized by economic growth, yet Kyrgyzstan, which is poorly 

endowed with natural resources, has seen only modest economic recovery (e.g., Pomfret 

2003). Today it remains one of the poorer countries of Central Asia. The economic 

situation is worse only in Tajikistan, whose economic development was hampered by 

prolonged civil war. 

According to official data in 2010, one third (33.7 percent) of Kyrgyzstan‟s 

population was categorized as “poor”; the share of those categorized as “extremely poor” 

was 5.3 percent. Back in 2000, the corresponding figures were considerably higher
4
 – 

62.6 and 32.9 percent, respectively (NSCKR 2012). Poverty rates are higher among rural 

                                                 
2 There are no official data that allow us to assess the spread of religious marriage. According to the above 

mentioned survey the share of religious marriages without official registration was only two percent, yet most 

married respondents had both a religious wedding ceremony and an official registration of their marriage. 

The share of unregistered religious marriages was higher during post-Soviet years. With regard to polygamy 

the same data indicates that less than one percent of reported unions were polygamous but all of them were 

among respondents who started family life after the collapse of the USSR. 
3 Even though ethnic tensions have not been rare in post-Soviet Central Asia, the conflicts in the southern 

regions of Kyrgyzstan that took place between the majority Kyrgyz and the largest minority group – Uzbeks 

– in 1990 and 2010 were particularly violent. 
4 Comparable data for earlier periods are not available. 
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dwellers and among households with large numbers of dependents. They also vary 

substantially across regions. Official poverty statistics by ethnic group are not available. 

Yet regional inequalities might serve as a proxy for ethnic inequality as the distribution of 

ethnic groups across the country is unbalanced. Poverty rates appear to be higher in 

regions dominated by ethnic Kyrgyz. 

 

Population 

The population of Kyrgyzstan includes people of Asian and European stock. We 

refer to them as “Asians” and “Europeans”, respectively. The three most sizable ethnic 

groups in Kyrgyzstan are Kyrgyz, Uzbeks
5
, and Russians. The first two are Turkic-

speaking groups indigenous to Central Asia. The Kyrgyz culture stems from nomadic 

tradition; Uzbeks are traditionally a sedentary agricultural group. The cultural divide 

between these two ethnic groups is reflected in their degree of religiosity as well; whereas 

both are Muslim, Kyrgyz are generally less religious than the Uzbeks (Lewington 2010).  

The post-Soviet period has been characterized by substantial change of the 

country‟s ethnic palette. Due to the combined effect of group-specific low fertility and 

high out-migration, the absolute number and share of Europeans in Kyrgyzstan have been 

shrinking rapidly. In particular, during the first years following the dissolution of the 

USSR, emigration flows were heavily dominated by Russians and other people of 

European origin. According to the last census preceding the collapse of the Soviet Union 

in 1989, Kyrgyz, Uzbeks, and Russians comprised 52.4, 12.9, and 21.5 percent, 

respectively, of Kyrgyzstan‟s population. Two decades later – at the time of the 2009 

census - the share of Kyrgyz rose to 70.9 percent; for Uzbeks and Russians the 

corresponding figures were 14.3 and 7.8 percent (NSCKR, 2010, p. 91). 

The geographic distribution of ethnic minorities across Kyrgyzstan is uneven. 

Uzbeks are concentrated in the south of the country, in the Fergana valley, close to the 

border with Uzbekistan. Russians and other Europeans mostly reside in the north.  

Arguably, the most striking of Kyrgyzstan‟s ethnic demographic differentials is 

the pronounced fertility gap between Asians and Europeans. The Total Fertility Rates of 

the three major groups in Kyrgyzstan – Kyrgyz, Uzbeks, and Russians – in 2009 were 

2.92, 3.08, and 1.57 children per woman, respectively
6
.  

                                                 
5 Uzbeks are part of the study population in Paper V only. 
6 Computed from the 2009 census data and statistics on births by mother‟s age. 
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Differences in total fertility are paralleled by differences in contraceptive use and 

abortion. Net of socio-demographic characteristics, Russians are more likely than Kyrgyz 

and Uzbeks to use contraception. Of these three ethnic groups the share of contraceptive 

users is the lowest among Uzbeks, yet, other things equal, Kyrgyz have the lowest odds 

of using any contraceptive method. There is also a variation in the types of contraceptive 

methods used. Even though the IUD (intra uterine device) is the most common birth 

control method in all ethnic groups, the share of users of other modern contraceptive 

methods - pills and condoms - is considerably higher among the Russians. Data from the 

Kyrgyzstan 1997 Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) also show that abortion 

incidences were almost twice as high among Russian women (ever in union) than among 

the Kyrgyz and Uzbeks (Nedoluzhko 2011). 

There may also be differences in the unmet need for contraception
7
. This factor is 

determined by the availability of contraceptive means but also by cultural factors, 

including the degree of female autonomy. Some women might face religious and/or 

family constraints on fertility regulation. Data from the 2005/06 Multiple Indicator 

Cluster Surveys (MICS) show that the unmet need for contraception among women in 

unions in Kyrgyzstan was just one percent, which is much lower than corresponding 

fractions in neighboring Central Asian countries (UNICEF and NSCKR 2007, p. 102)
8
. 

Available statistics indicate that for Russians in Kyrgyzstan, a steady fertility 

decline had started already at the beginning of the twentieth century. According to census 

data, Russian women born before 1909 had on average 4.0 children. The completed 

fertility for Russian women born in 1959-1963 was 1.9 children. Kyrgyz and Uzbeks 

experienced uninterrupted fertility declines that started in the birth cohorts of the 1930s 

only. For Kyrgyz the pre-decline fertility amounted to 7.6 children per woman, for 

Uzbeks it was 6.7 children per woman. Both groups had almost equal fertility levels in 

the 1959-1963 cohort: 3.8 and 3.7 children per woman, respectively (Nedoluzhko 2011). 

These statistics suggest that the Russian population is at a more advanced stage of its 

demographic transition than are the ethnic groups that are indigenous to the region. 

Apart from the fertility gap there are a number of other demographic 

characteristics that distance the different ethnic groups from each other. One of such 

characteristics is the relative prevalence of non-marital cohabitation as a family form. 

The only official data on Kyrgyzstan that contain information on other family forms than 

                                                 
7 This indicator is estimated as the share of fecund women „in a union‟ who would like to avoid or postpone 

pregnancy but are not using contraception. 
8 Ethnic differentials in unmet need are also very low. 
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officially registered marriages are those from the recent population censuses
9
. However, 

the census questionnaire lumps together cohabiting unions with religious marriages 

formed without official registration as „unregistered unions‟, i.e., it does not differentiate 

between two essentially different family forms. The share of unregistered unions varies 

by ethnicity. According to the 1999 census, among Kyrgyz men and women aged 15 and 

above who were currently in a union, 7.1 percent were in unregistered unions. The 

corresponding shares among Uzbeks and Russians were 3.8 and 12.2 percent, 

respectively. 2009 census data revealed no substantial change in the prevalence of 

unregistered unions. Among Kyrgyz and Russians the shares of such unions were 6.8 and 

11.9 percent, respectively. Only for Uzbeks is an increase visible, to 5.9 percent 

(computed from NSCKR 2000, p. 177; NSCKR 2010, p. 311).  

A related change in family behavior is the spread of out-of-wedlock childbearing, 

i.e., of births to women who are not officially married. Kyrgyzstan has one of the highest 

levels of unwed fertility in the post-Soviet space and the highest in Central Asia. During 

the first decade following the dissolution of the USSR the share of unwed births more 

than doubled from 13.9 percent in 1991 to 32.0 percent in 2001. During subsequent years 

there was no visible change in this indicator. In 2009 the share of unwed births was 31.0 

percent (Nedoluzhko 2011). Data on ethnic-specific unwed fertility are not available. 

However, about two thirds of out-of-wedlock births are later legalized by the two parents: 

The group-specific prevalence of unwed fertility is probably related to the prevalence of 

unregistered unions in the different ethnic groups (Denisenko 2004). 

 

Ethno-cultural background 

We use several approaches to define the ethno-cultural background of 

respondents in the survey data we analyze. In Papers I to III where we study the interplay 

between marriage, childbearing, and migration we differentiate between people of Asian 

and European background. The Asian group in our data mainly consists of Kyrgyz and 

the European group of Russians. The former are further divided into „russified‟ and „non-

russified‟ subgroups: Asians are classified as „russified‟ if they mostly communicate in 

Russian language outside the family and as “non-russified” if they mostly speak other 

languages. A similar approach with ethno-cultural identity operationalized through 

language use was applied by Agadjanian and Qian (1997) in a study on Kazakhstan. 

                                                 
9 Data on unregistered unions in Kyrgyzstan were collected for the first time in the first post-Soviet census in 

1999. No such data were collected in censuses during Soviet times. 
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“Russification” is aimed to reflect the impact of Russian or, more generally, European 

culture on indigenous population of Central Asia and serves as a marker of relative 

demographic modernity, particularly, in terms of family formation behavior. 

In Paper IV, in which we examine migration intentions, the subject of our 

primary interest is ethnicity, given the ethnic selective nature of post-Soviet out-

migration from Kyrgyzstan. In this study, we differentiate between Asians and Europeans 

only. We assume that out-migration intentions mainly are associated with the actual 

ethnic origin and not so much with factors related to demographic modernity. 

In Paper V, ethnicity is approximated through the native language spoken by the 

household‟s head. The pooled data on Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan that we use 

for this analysis contain no other information on respondents‟ ethnic background. We 

differentiate between these three countries‟ titular ethnicities and their co-ethnics residing 

in the neighboring states as ethnic minorities. 

 

Data 

Most of the research presented in this thesis (Papers I to IV) is based on data 

collected through the survey „Marriage, Fertility, and Migration in Kyrgyzstan‟. The 

survey took place in 2005 during the period between two salient events in the history of 

post-Soviet Kyrgyzstan: the so-called „Tulip‟ revolution that resulted in the overthrow of 

the country‟s first president and the elections for his successor. It covered the northern 

regions of the country where most Russians and other minorities of European origin 

reside, thus leaving Kyrgyzstan‟s second largest population group – Uzbeks – without 

attention. The latter, as already mentioned, are concentrated in the southern regions of the 

country. 

The survey includes a broad range of questions on histories of union formation 

and dissolution, childbearing, migration, education, and employment of young women 

and men. It also covers questions on migration aspirations and attitudes related to gender 

and political issues. Further, it provides insight into household and community 

characteristics, social networks, and respondents‟ health. The survey is unique for 

Kyrgyzstan and is an important source of information on a number of issues which have 

not been covered by any other data collection project. Yet, I treasure it most for the 

professional experience it brought to my life. My involvement with the survey started 

with the preparation of the questionnaire and its English-Russian translation. I also took 

active part in the questionnaire pretesting, training of interviewers, supervision of field 
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work, as well as data coding and related quality checks. Details of the survey‟s sampling 

strategy and geographical and population coverage are discussed in the papers of this 

thesis as well as in the other studies in which the survey data have been fruitfully 

employed (e.g., Agadjanian, Kumskov, and Nedoluzhko 2006; Agadjanian and 

Dommaraju 2011). 

The analyses in the concluding Paper V are based on the freely accessible and 

nationally representative comparable data stemming from the Multiple Indicator Cluster 

Surveys (MICS) conducted in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan in 2005/06. These 

surveys were coordinated by the United Nations Children‟s Fund (UNICEF). Further 

information about the MICS project can be obtained from www.childinfo.org. 

 

Study outline 

The fist three papers of my thesis explore the link between migration and family 

formation. In these studies, I apply event-history analytical methods to the data on 

Kyrgyzstan. Paper I analyzes the onset of childbearing among recent internal migrants 

and non-migrants in the country. The results suggest that increased first-birth risks of 

migrants are attributable to marriage-related migration and that the fertility-stimulating 

effect of such migration outweights the disruptive effects of migration driven by reasons 

other than marriage. They also point to considerable ethno-cultural variation in the timing 

of parenthood. 

Paper II is a reflexion on Paper I. It provides a more comprehensive analysis of 

the role that marriage formation plays in connecting migration and first childbearing. It 

also illustrates the advantages of an analytical technique which allows for the separation 

of the fertility-boosting influence of marriage-related migration from the influences of 

other types of migration. 

Paper III investigates the interplay between three demographic events – 

marriage formation, childbearing, and migration - with a special focus on the effects of 

durations of exposure, i.e., the effects of time elapsed since one event on the propensity 

of any of the other two events. I illustrate that duration since marriage formation is the 

most important factor in determining first-birth propensities and that out-of-wedlock 

conceptions are associated with increased marriage risks prior to childbirth. I also 

demonstrate that the elevated fertility of recent migrants and the high migration risks 
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among pregnant women are due to marriage-related migration. With regard to ethno-

cultural specifics in demographic behavior, I find considerable gaps in the timing of first 

childbearing as well as first union formation between women of Asian and European 

origin. The study also highlights ethno-cultural discrepancies in propensities of second 

childbearing. Clear differences in nuptiality, fertility, and migration behavior are also 

revealed between “russified” and “non-russified” Asians. 

Paper IV studies the intentions to migrate abroad among Kyrgyzstan‟s youth. It 

compares the ethnic groups of Asian and European origin and suggests a higher 

inclination to leave the country in the latter group. The analysis also detects ethnic-

specific preferences for different migration types: whereas Asians are more likely to 

intend to migrate temporarily, Europeans more often opt for permanent migration. 

Paper V analyzes the achieved fertility and fertility intentions in three Central 

Asian countries. It compares women of the titular majority ethnicities of Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan with their co-ethnics in the neighboring countries, where they 

are minorities. I detect a strong country effect on achieved fertility and fertility intentions 

but only modestly negative effects of minority-group status on fertility in these three 

countries. 
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