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How has the public in Central Asia reacted to Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine? Using survey data from the early days of the conflict, this paper assesses overall attitudes toward the war in Kazakhstan and the Kyrgyz Republic. We find that, in general, individuals in Kyrgyzstan are more likely to hold pro-Russian attitudes regarding the war than their counterparts in Kazakhstan. We then examine the relationship between political attitudes and several correlates frequently linked to geopolitical preferences generally and pro-Russian attitudes specifically: ethnolinguistic identity, remittances, and media use. Initial results suggest that ethnic identity holds the strongest and most consistent link to political sentiments regarding the war, with ethnic Kyrgyz and ethnic Kazakhs typically showing less pro-Russian attitudes compared to ethnic Russians in both countries. Further results indicate that language and media use are somewhat associated with pro-Russian attitudes toward the war, though this relationship varies by context and issue area. Finally, we find limited support for the argument that receiving remittances is associated with political preferences.
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Since the outset of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, there has been substantial interest in how the countries of Central Asia—particularly those with large ethnic Russian and Russian-speaking populations and close economic and political ties to Russia—would react to the war. Russia’s escalation in Ukraine has fundamentally altered its relationship with its Central Asian neighbors and led these countries to reassess their relationship with Russia. On one hand, the governments in Central Asia have largely avoided publicly supporting Russia’s invasion, or remained silent. At the same time, trade between Russia and the countries of Central Asia has boomed, and the Russian government has paid noticeably more attention to the region as a whole.
But how has the public in Central Asia reacted to Russia’s war against Ukraine? The close political, economic, cultural, and informational proximity between Russia and Central Asia make this an interesting case to investigate correlates of “pro-Russian” opinions toward the war—that is, attitudes that support Russia’s stance on the conflict (e.g., attributing blame to Ukraine or the West rather than Russia) or align with Russia’s narrative of the war. In particular, Central Asia’s large ethnic Russian and Russian-speaking populations, the strong presence of Russian media, and the important but variable role of remittances from Russia allow us to illuminate the relationship between ethnolinguistic identity, remittances, and media use on international political attitudes. This paper specifically focuses on these issues in the cases of the Kyrgyz Republic and Kazakhstan regarding the full-scale Russian invasion. Of the countries in Central Asia, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan are arguably the most vulnerable to the effects of war and have the closest ties to Russia, though these relationships are not without their tensions. Using survey data from the Central Asia Barometer, we focus on public attitudes in the early months of the war (May–June 2022), when tensions and emotions were at their highest, to capture initial reactions to the full-scale invasion. 
We find that, in general, respondents in Kyrgyzstan are less likely to hold Russia responsible for the conflict and to believe Russia’s actions to be unjustified than their counterparts in Kazakhstan, a disparity that mirrors each country’s overall relationship with Russia. We then explore specific factors commonly considered to impact views of Russia and adherence with Russian narratives: ethnic identity, language embeddedness, language preference, remittances, and media use. Initial results suggest that ethnic identity holds the most significant link to political sentiments regarding the conflict, with ethnic Kyrgyz and ethnic Kazakhs typically showcasing less Russia-aligned attitudes surrounding the conflict compared to ethnic Russians in both countries. Further results indicate that language and media use are somewhat associated with public opinion, though this relationship varies by context and issue area. Finally, we find limited support for the argument that receiving remittances is associated with political preferences. 
Despite long-held skepticism, a growing body of literature demonstrates that public opinion is consequential for foreign affairs in democracies and non-democracies alike (Boucher 2024; Hildebrandt et al. 2013; Jones, Smyth, and Turchenko 2024; Weeks and Crunkilton 2017). Individuals in non-democracies often hold strong views of foreign affairs and foreign policy issues (Weiss and Dafoe 2019) and express these opinions through a variety of formal and informal channels (Li and Chen 2021). As a result, evidence suggests that “authoritarian regimes not only care what the public thinks” about issues of foreign affairs but also “suffer from audience costs when their citizens express disapproval” of their foreign policy policies and approach; this, in turn, may impact the regime’s political legitimacy and support (Jones, Smyth, and Turchenko 2024, 6). This study contributes to this emerging scholarship by addressing domestic attitudes toward an important and salient geopolitical event. While existing research examines how Central Asian governments reacted to the war (Dadabaev and Sonoda 2023), our project aims to refocus attention away from elites and seriously consider the opinion of the general population. Understanding public opinion toward international events has important implications for the legitimacy of governments’ policy decisions and understanding the broader political alignments within society. 
The case of attitudes toward the Russian invasion in Central Asia is particularly important for several reasons. First, it addresses concerns over a potential Russian “fifth column” in Central Asia sympathetic to Russian imperial ambitions and the large ethnic Russian minorities in the region (Doolotkeldieva 2022). This is a crucial aspect of understanding the dynamics of regional politics and the potential threats to national sovereignty. Second, it sheds light on the question of Russian media influence and its relationship with public opinion in the so-called “Near Abroad.”1 This exploration also contributes to the broader discourse on the influence of international media in shaping domestic public opinion. Third, the countries of Central Asia, particularly Kyrgyzstan, are major receiving countries for remittances from Russia, and migration between these countries continues to be a key issue in Russian–Central Asian relations. Accordingly, this context allows us to explore the transnational ties fostered through remittance channels, and how these financial and migratory exchanges may shape perceptions and attitudes towards the remittance source country. In short, Russia’s extensive political, cultural, and economic ties to Central Asia make it an ideal and timely case to examine the correlates of geopolitical attitudes and preferences. Despite Russia’s historical role as a key political and economic partner for Central Asia, its ongoing conflict with Ukraine has significantly undermined its reputation as a dependable ally, underscoring the need to understand how populations in this region perceive and react to major international crises that reshape the geopolitical landscape. In short, this paper enhances our understanding of the domestic determinants of geopolitical preferences, both generally and specifically in relation to Russian influence in Central Asia. 

Domestic determinants of geopolitical preferences

Following World War II, research on the relationship between foreign policy and public opinion concluded that domestic public opinion on international affairs has little if any impact on a country's foreign policy—an agreement that has become known as the Almond-Lippmann consensus (see Holsti 1992 for a review). However, more recent research has challenged this consensus and uncovered a stronger bond between a country’s foreign policy actions and the attitudes of its domestic public (see Boucher 2024 for a review). Even in non-democracies, governments can suffer from audience costs when they fail to consider public attitudes on foreign policy issues, which can have a broader impact on the government’s domestic legitimacy and support (see Jones, Smyth, and Turchenko 2024 for a review). 
	This acknowledgement—that domestic public opinion matters for foreign policy—begs the question: what factors influence domestic views of salient foreign events, particularly when those events involve closely allied foreign countries? Our study particularly emphasizes three factors often viewed by scholars as increasing ties between foreign countries and communities abroad: ethnolinguistic identity, remittances, and media use. These factors share a fundamental premise: Individuals generally prefer relationships with countries to which they have stronger ties. This preference stems from a combination of cultural affinity, economic interests, and information exposure. Prior research supports the notion that an individual’s geopolitical attitudes frequently hinge on personal connections to a country, such as frequent travel, communication and relatives and friends, and linguistic ties (Szostek 2017). 
Ethnolinguistic ties, remittances, and media use collectively reinforce personal connections to foreign countries and may shape geopolitical attitudes through cultural, economic, and informational ties. Ethnicity and language create a sense of shared identity and cultural proximity, potentially fostering a more positive disposition towards countries where one’s ethnic or linguistic group is prominent. Remittances establish direct economic links between individuals and foreign countries, potentially aligning the economic interests of recipients with those of the remittance-sending country. Media consumption patterns can shape individuals’ information environments, influencing their perceptions of foreign countries and international events.
These variables are interconnected and mutually reinforcing. For instance, individuals of a particular ethnicity may be more likely to consume media from countries where that ethnic group is dominant, further strengthening their cultural ties. Similarly, those who receive remittances may have more resources to access diverse media sources, potentially broadening their geopolitical perspectives. Language proficiency, often linked to ethnicity, can determine which media sources and remittance channels are accessible to individuals, thus mediating the effects of both media exposure and economic ties. 
By examining these factors in the context of Central Asians' attitudes toward Russia's war in Ukraine, we aim to uncover how cultural, economic, and informational ties to Russia might influence perceptions of its actions on the international stage. This approach allows us to explore how domestic characteristics can shape individuals’ views on complex geopolitical issues, even when those issues primarily involve foreign actors. The following sections discuss these relationships in more detail.

Ethnolinguistic identity

Ethnolinguistic identity can have important connections with how individuals assess geopolitical events and entities and how they form geopolitical preferences. The presence of fragmented ethnic groups across national borders is often a source of insecurity for states, particularly when they constitute a significant, alienated minority within a vulnerable state (King and Melvin 2000). These groups can often become potential leverage points for external powers seeking to expand their sphere of influence.
Research on diasporas highlights their significant influence in various political processes, including the formation of political attitudes. Kin states often engage with diasporas, a term that, while contested (Délano Alonso and Mylonas 2019), generally refers to populations with historical, linguistic, or other ties to another country. State elites and non-state political entrepreneurs engage in a range of practices—from subtle methods like sponsoring cultural exchanges to more direct approaches such as using diaspora groups to advance national interests abroad—to sustain transnational collective identities with groups outside their borders (Adamson and Demetriou 2007). Diasporas can act as conduits for resources, ideas, and narratives as individuals within these diasporas often have social networks spanning different states. Being part of these networks exposes individuals to perspectives and ideas they might not encounter outside of such connections. Even for those several generations removed from their “homeland,” a strong personal association with it may persist (Adamson 2016). These social and emotional connections can be activated to promote alignment with the “homeland’s” foreign policy objectives. In some cases, geopolitical preferences are influenced more by the activation of identity markers than by direct exposure to diasporic networks.
Some scholars predicted that diasporas created by the collapse of the Soviet Union would be a significant impediment for regional security. After the collapse, millions of ethnic Russians and Russian speakers, referred to by the Russian government as “compatriots abroad,” remained in Central Asia and other parts of the post-Soviet space (Kolstø 1996; Ziegler 2006). The legacy of Russian imperial expansion has produced a multi-ethnic, multi-confessional, and multi-lingual population with a fluid sense of Russianness and attachment to the Russian Federation. The boundaries between Russians and other ethnic groups were often blurred. As a result, the concept of a Russian diaspora emerged from a hybrid of ethnic, linguistic, historical, political, and spiritual definitions, reflected in a multiplicity of terms referring to such diaspora (King and Melvin 2000). Laitin (1998) concluded that the “Russian-speaking population” has become a new category of identity in the post-Soviet world, signifying the evolving nature of identity politics in the region.
Indeed, Russia recognizes the potential of the “Russian World” (Russkii Mir)—a doctrine that aims to expand Russia's influence globally by leveraging connections with people who share ethnic, linguistic, historical, or cultural ties to Russia—to bolster its international influence, as underscored by Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov’s (2012) emphasis on its development: “The Russian World is a huge resource that can help strengthen Russia’s prestige globally. We should actively, purposefully, and daily work to preserve and develop it.” The Russian World in the eyes of the Russian state became a key asset for propagating its influence. Composed of individuals connected by ethnic, linguistic, historical, or cultural links to Russia, it transcends national borders. Proactive cultivation of this diaspora offers Russia substantial opportunities to enhance its prestige and exert influence beyond its borders.
Russia’s full-scale invasion has intensified concerns about pro-Russian attitudes specifically among ethnic Russian and Russian-speaking populations in countries that formerly made up the Soviet Union. These groups have often been portrayed as a potential Russian “fifth column” sympathetic to Russia’s imperial ambitions, a concern fueled by the rhetoric of the Russian government and state media (Diener 2015; Laruelle 2016; Zhanmukanova 2021). Indeed, existing research has found that ethnic Russians outside of Russia are typically more favorably inclined toward Russia than their non-ethnic Russian counterparts (Diamant 2017). Ethnicity has been shown to impact political attitudes (Laruelle and Royce 2019; Onuch and Hale 2018), mobilization (Beissinger 2013), and even expectations of others’ actions (Hale 2008). Beyond ethnicity, fluency in the lingua franca has also been shown to have an independent impact on political attitudes (Marquardt 2022), though not in all contexts (Onuch and Hale 2018). For example, Ukrainians with ethnolinguistic ties to Russia were more susceptible to pro-Kremlin disinformation across multiple topics than those without these ties (Erlich and Garner 2023). Given this relationship, as well as existing geopolitical concerns about the attitudes of ethnic Russian and Russian-speaking populations in Central Asia, is there evidence to suggest that ethnolinguistic identity is associated with pro-Russian attitudes regarding Russia’s war against Ukraine?
Following Onuch and Hale (2018), we include several measures of ethnolinguistic identity in our analyses.2 First, we capture ethnicity using a forced-choice measure of self-proclaimed ethnic identity. In some contexts, however, the relationship between ethnicity and political attitudes may primarily reflect individuals’ language preference and identity (Onuch and Hale 2018). Accordingly, we also include several measures of language use. First, we include a measure of personal language preference, the language that the respondent chose to conduct the interview in, to capture each respondent’s personal relationship with language (Laitin 2007; Onuch and Hale 2022). Finally, we capture language embeddedness, the primary language used in the social contexts in which an individual is embedded, through a forced-choice measure of the language that respondents speak most often at home.
  
Hypothesis 1a: Individuals who self-identify as ethnically Russian will be more likely to hold pro-Russian attitudes regarding the war in Ukraine than individuals of other ethnicities. 
Hypothesis 1b: Individuals whose personal language preference is Russian are more likely to hold pro-Russian attitudes regarding the war in Ukraine than individuals with other language preferences. 

Hypothesis 1c: Individuals who speak Russian at home are more likely to hold pro-Russian attitudes regarding the war in Ukraine than individuals who speak other languages at home. 

Remittances

While ethnolinguistic identity is a well-documented channel of international influence, economic dependence on Russia may also play a role in shaping attitudes. Russia has long been the primary destination country for migrant workers from Central Asia, particularly Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. In 2021, the Russian government reported that nearly 8 million migrant workers from Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan were registered in the country (Najibullah 2022). As a result, remittances—the money sent back to family members in the sending country—constitute a major source of income for these countries. This economic dependency offers Russia not only direct economic leverage but also a way to subtly project positive influence throughout the region.
Existing literature has identified several channels through which remittances may influence public opinion. First, remittances can create a sense of gratitude and even obligation among recipients toward that country, leading to overall positive attitudes and a greater sense of affinity and belonging (Gerber and Zavisca 2020). Beyond economic influence, migration can also act as a source of social and political changes in receiving countries. It serves as a channel for social remittances, where “ideas, behaviors, identities, and social capital . . . flow from receiving to sending country communities” (Levitt 1998, 927). Indeed, Nikolova, Roman, and Zimmermann (2017) show that increased civic engagement in home countries is largely driven by the transmission of cultural norms from abroad. Migrants also contribute to political remittances, “the act of transferring political principles, vocabulary, and practices between two or more places, which migrants and their descendants share a connection with” (Krawatzek and Müller-Funk 2020, 1004). Such transfers can foster pro-democratic attitudes, as Maydom (2017) observes, with workers in democratic host communities adopting pro-democratic political norms. As migrants stay in touch with and travel to their social circles in home countries, it is possible that both the material benefits and new ideas get transferred from the destination country to the home country.
Finally, working abroad allows migrants to accumulate their financial, human, and social capital, which might alter how they benefit from the existing geopolitical alignment of their home country. This can happen through increase in wealth and investment, acquisition of new skills, and improved job prospects. In her work, for example, Berlinschi (2019) shows that Moldovans that worked in Western countries increase support for EU accession and decrease their support for closer ties with Russia. Russia can project an image of a regional economic powerhouse by positioning itself as a place where Central Asians can find better jobs and opportunities, thereby supporting their families back home. Portraying itself as supporting regional development through remittances can subtly counter Western narratives about Russia’s undue influence in the region. Remittance recipients and their families can become nodes for spreading positive narratives about Russia within their communities and broader segments of society. Gerber and Zavisca (2020), for example, found that some Kyrgyzstani migrants view Russia “with warmth and admiration,” as working there has enhanced their living standards and enabled financial support to their families back home. Therefore, it is reasonable to believe that a person’s experience with migration to Russia—either their own or through a family member—may be correlated with attitudes toward Russia’s war against Ukraine.
We include two measures on remittances that proxy experience with migration: a binary variable measuring whether the respondent’s household receives any income from remittances and a four-point scale measuring the importance of remittances for their family’s personal finances.
 
Hypothesis 2a: Individuals whose households receive remittances are more likely to hold pro-Russian attitudes regarding the war in Ukraine than individuals who do not receive remittances. 

Hypothesis 2b: Individuals who rely more heavily on remittances are more likely to hold pro-Russian attitudes regarding the war in Ukraine than individuals who do not rely on remittances. 

Media use

Finally, we examine whether turning to Russian media for international news is associated with holding more pro-Russian attitudes toward the war. Media channels and information transmitted through them are central to public diplomacy and strategic narratives that states project abroad to attract foreign audiences (Chatterje-Doody and Crilley 2022; Rawnsley 2015; Sheafer and Shenhav 2009). Media frames strategically construct narratives around world events, assigning cause, effect, blame, and responsibility in ways that profoundly influence audience understanding of these events (Paul and Matthews 2016; Rothman 2011). Additionally, the media can shape the public discourse through agenda setting—determining which issues receive widespread attention and which remain marginalized. 
Theories of international media posit that media will have the strongest impact on foreign audiences in contexts where the sending and receiving countries share high degrees of political and cultural resonance and value proximity—such as the case of Russian media in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan (Entman 2008). However, existing research in these contexts has demonstrated that this relationship is dependent on the issue at hand and that Russian television has, at best, a moderate and conditional influence on political attitudes (Chapman and Gerber 2019; Laurelle and Royce 2019). Similarly, Peisakhin and Rozenas (2018) find that Russian media has a conditional and even counter-intuitive impact on political attitudes and behaviors of audiences in Ukraine. Hale, Shevel, and Onuch (2018) also found that in conflict situations, watching Russian media did not have a significant impact but did find a small effect among non-titular groups, women, and youth.
Here we capture Russian media use if respondents answered that their primary source of news about international events was from Russian sources; the other options are other non-Internet sources, Internet, or no news consumption.

Hypothesis 3: Individuals who receive news about international events primarily from Russian sources are more likely to hold pro-Russian attitudes regarding the war in Ukraine than individuals who do not.

Russia’s relationship with Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan 

This study focuses specifically on attitudes toward Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in two Central Asian countries, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, that arguably have the closest political, economic, and cultural ties with Russia (Umarov 2022). Both countries are part of what is largely seen as the Russian-led military and economic organizations, the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) and the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), respectively. Both have been accused of helping Russia evade Western sanctions (Warrick 2023). At the same time, however, each country’s overall geopolitical orientation and relative strength vis-à-vis Russia varies substantially, which has been reflected in the countries’ reactions to the war. 
Weeks before Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, the Russian-backed CSTO deployed troops in Kazakhstan to quell domestic unrest and help President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev secure his hold on power. As a result, some analysts speculated that Kazakhstan would back Russia’s invasion. However, Kazakhstan was the first country in Central Asia to publicly state that they would not recognize the independence of Donetsk and Luhansk. The government has since continued to distance itself from Russia’s aggression and instead sought to further diversify its political and economic partners while also maintaining bilateral relations with Moscow.
This response reflects Kazakhstan’s official multi-vector foreign policy approach and its strong economic positioning compared to the other countries in the region. Moreover, Russia’s full-scale invasion may have particular resonance in the domestic political landscape due to the presence of a large ethnic Russian population in the country. As of 2023, ethnic Russians made up 15% of Kazakhstan’s population—the highest of any country in Central Asia. This population is concentrated primarily in the north and northeastern parts of the country along the border to Russia, contributing to longstanding fears of a potential Russian “fifth column.” In the past, both President Putin and former president Dmitri Medvedev have claimed that the Kazakhs have no history of statehood, while members of the State Duma have publicly claimed that parts of present-day Kazakhstan were “gifts” from Russia. This rhetoric mirrors that used as explicit justification by the Russian government for their annexation of Crimea in 2014 and full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Moreover, this stance has been repeated in Russian state media, which enjoys a large presence in Kazakhstan. This rhetoric has led to concerns that Kazakhstan could become a victim of Russian imperialist aggression.
Kyrgyzstan’s relationship with Russia, on the other hand, is characterized by significant economic and political dependence. Politically, the Kyrgyz Republic maintains close ties with Moscow and is generally considered to be the most Russia-friendly government in Central Asia (Congressional Research Service 2021). Economically, Kyrgyzstan is among the world’s most remittance-dependent economies, with remittances, predominantly from Russia, equaling more than 30% of its GDP in 2022 (World Bank 2022). In 2019, there were an estimated 640,000 to 800,000 Kyrgyzstani citizens in Russia, a figure that accounts for over 20% of Kyrgyzstan’s working-age population (Congressional Research Service 2021). Russian state media also enjoys a pre-eminent position in Kyrgyzstan’s media landscape: According to one study, approximately 60% of adults in Kyrgyzstan turned to Russian television for information about politics every day in 2014 (Chapman and Gerber 2019). However, Russian media is losing ground in Central Asia: in 2022, a mere 10% of respondents in Kyrgyzstan turned to traditional Russian media sources, such as television and the radio, for information (Central Asia Barometer, Wave 11, 2022). 
Kyrgyzstan’s relative reliance on Russia is reflected in its more neutral stance to the war: Kyrgyzstan President Sadyr Japarov initially expressed support for Russia’s escalation in Ukraine, only to quickly reverse course and declare the country’s neutrality. Despite this, the Kyrgyzstani government has banned anti-war demonstrations, allegedly due to pressure from Moscow. However, authorities have refrained from endorsing the war and have repeatedly affirmed the right of every country to self-determination. 
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have close political, economic, and cultural proximity to Russia, which make them the most likely cases for examining the impact of various factors such as media influence, economic remittances, and ethnolinguistic connections on attitudes towards Russia’s war in Ukraine. Furthermore, while both countries share close proximity to Russia, their relative levels of economic interdependence and different geopolitical orientations allow us to investigate whether the relationship between these variables and pro-Russian war attitudes varies depending on the political context, thereby offering valuable insights into the complexities of attitudes of geopolitical events.

Data

This study relies on data from the Central Asia Barometer (CAB) survey. The survey includes a broad range of questions pertaining to general demographic information, media consumption patterns, the political and economic situation in each country, and attitudes towards other countries and their leaders. In each country, the survey was given to a nationally representative sample of 1,500 adults. The survey was given face-to-face using simple random sampling techniques based on telephone numbers. Here we rely primarily on data from Wave 11 of the CAB, conducted in May and June 2022, a critical period proximate to the start of the escalation (Central Asia Barometer 2022). Research has shown that examining public opinion in the early days of conflict provides important insights into how public expectations change over time (Gartner 2008) and how people adapt to changes in the political context (Bobo 1988). While our study provides valuable insights into Central Asian attitudes toward the war in Ukraine, our analysis is confined to a single point in time and does not assess how attitudes toward Russia changed following the invasion.  Future longitudinal studies could complement our findings by examining how Central Asian perspectives toward Russia specifically may have evolved over time.
In the context of Russia’s war in Ukraine, the Russian government and dominant state media have framed Russia’s 2022 full-scale invasion as a defensive, preemptive strike, casting it as an inevitable step to uphold its sovereignty and protect Russians and their “compatriots” abroad. This narrative posits that Russia was compelled to act in self-defense against perceived threats from NATO and the Ukrainian government, which Russia labels as Nazi and accuses of genocidal actions against Russian-speaking communities (Fortuin 2022). This strategic framing is designed to elicit sympathy and establish Russia as an actor of moral righteousness. It is crafted not solely for domestic consumption but also for international dissemination. State-backed media outlets such as Russia Today and Sputnik are key instruments in this effort, projecting the Russian perspective beyond its borders. These channels serve to project influence on global audiences, aiming to rationalize Russia’s military decisions, sway public opinion internationally, and garner support for Russia’s broader geopolitical ambitions. Through this media strategy, Russia seeks to legitimize its actions and shape the conflict’s international narrative, hoping to win the battle of perceptions as much as the physical conflict on the ground (Fisher 2020). 
Our analysis centers on three dependent variables that specifically address public perceptions of Russia’s war on Ukraine in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. These variables are designed to capture two distinct aspects of war-related attitudes: the degree to which respondents support Russia’s stance on the conflict, such as attributing blame to Ukraine or the West rather than Russia, and the extent to which respondents align with Russia’s narrative of the war and its potential outcomes. It is crucial to note that these measures are tailored to gauge opinions about the war itself, rather than broader sentiments toward Russia as a country.3 By focusing on war-specific attitudes, we aim to disentangle views on this particular conflict from general perceptions of Russia, allowing for a more nuanced understanding of public opinion dynamics in Central Asia regarding this significant geopolitical event.
First, we examine which country or entity respondents believe to be “mainly responsible for the situation in Ukraine” (emphasis added), what we call blame attribution. We categorize responses into five main groups: Russia, Ukraine, the West (the United States, NATO, or Europe), Other, and Don’t Know.4 Additionally, the questionnaire asks respondents to assess whether they believe “Russia’s special military operation in Ukraine” is (very or somewhat) justified or (very or somewhat) unjustified. Respondents also had the opportunity to select “Don’t Know.” These two variables measure pro-Russian attitudes as well as acceptance of Russia’s narrative about the war. It assesses the extent to which respondents align with Russia and accept its portrayal of the conflict. 
The last variable of interest asks respondents to speculate about how the “conflict in Ukraine” might end. Respondents could select from a number of options, including “diplomatic negotiations will reach a mutually beneficial peace agreement,” “Russia will be forced to retreat,” “Ukraine will be forced to accept Russian terms,” and “The conflict will not end.”5 Respondents were also able to select “Don’t Know” to this question. While this last question does not directly measure pro-Russian attitudes of the war, it serves as a proxy for assessing respondents’ alignment with Russian narratives and their perception of Russia’s strength in the conflict. In the early months of the war, Russian state media and officials consistently promoted a narrative of swift and inevitable Russian victory, emphasizing Russia’s military superiority and Ukraine’s supposed inability to resist. By gauging respondents’ expectations about the war’s outcome, we can infer the degree to which they have internalized these Russian-propagated narratives. Responses indicating that Ukraine will be forced to accept Russian terms suggests a higher likelihood of exposure to and acceptance of pro-Russian information sources and narratives. Conversely, expectations of Russian retreat or a negotiated settlement may indicate less acceptance of Russian messaging. This question, therefore, captures the extent to which respondents adhered to Russian messaging and internalized it in their assessment of the war.

Attitudes toward Russia’s war against Ukraine

First, we examine overall attitudes in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan toward our three dependent variables to understand the variation between these two countries. As discussed earlier, while both countries have close political, economic, and cultural ties to Russia, the geopolitical orientation of these countries and their relative positioning vis-a-vis Russia differ substantially. As such, we should expect to see variation in overall attitudes toward the conflict. 
Figure 1 shows the proportion of total respondents in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan by category of blame attribution. On average, respondents in Kazakhstan are substantially more likely to blame Russia for the conflict (28%) than individuals in Kyrgyzstan (14%)—a 14 percentage point difference (p<.000). This divide is even more apparent for those who blame Ukraine for the conflict: in Kazakhstan, 19% of respondents state that Ukraine is responsible for the war compared to nearly 36% in Kyrgyzstan (p<.000).
 
[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE]

Respondents in Kazakhstan are also more critical of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine compared to those in Kyrgyzstan (Figure 2): 44% of respondents in Kazakhstan stated that Russia’s “special military operation” in Ukraine was either somewhat or completely unjustified compared to only 36% in Kyrgyzstan—an 8 percentage point difference (p<.000). Similarly, 34% of respondents in Kyrgyzstan state that the “special military operation” is completely or somewhat justified compared to 30% in Kazakhstan—a 4 percentage point difference (p<.05).
 
[FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE]

Individuals in Kazakhstan are less inclined to believe that the conflict will conclude in Russia’s favor compared to those in Kyrgyzstan (Figure 3). Specifically, 27% of respondents in Kazakhstan anticipate that Ukraine will be compelled to accept Russia’s terms, as opposed to 36% in Kyrgyzstan (p<.000). Even more notably, over 13% of surveyed Kazakhstanis predict that Russia will be forced to retreat, while a mere 5% of respondents in Kyrgyzstan share this view (p<.000).
 
[FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE]

Notably, a large portion of respondents in both Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan were uncertain regarding how to feel about the war. Overall, individuals in Kazakhstan were more likely to answer “Don’t Know” to all questions about the war than their counterparts in Kyrgyzstan, except for whether they believe the war is justified (24% in Kazakhstan v. 28% in Kyrgyzstan). This is not surprising. First, the survey was fielded in the early months of the war, before people may have formed clear attitudes about the escalation.6 Indeed, we focus on this particular time period for the paper specifically because it captures people’s initial reactions to the war. Second, the large number of “Don’t Know” and no opinion (DKNO) responses may reflect the politically sensitive nature of these questions; given the resonance of the conflict, particularly in Kazakhstan, and the countries’ close ties with Russia, people may simply be nervous to reveal their true attitudes. However, if that is the case, we might also expect the number of refusals (people who refuse to answer the question altogether) to be high. This is not the case: refusals constitute at most 3% of the answers for a given question. While we cannot rule out this latter explanation for the high number of DKNO responses, given the nature of the questions and timing of the survey, we treat this answer as a separate response and include it in our analysis in line with best practices (Kleinberg and Fordham 2018).

Correlates of support for Russia’s invasion and pro-Russian attitudes

In general, preliminary results suggest that people in Kazakhstan have a more negative attitude toward Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, are more likely to blame Russia for the conflict, and are less likely to believe that the war will end in Russia’s favor than people in Kyrgyzstan. But what factors are associated with pro-Russian attitudes? In the following sections, we focus on several measures typically associated with favorable attitudes toward foreign countries and their foreign policies: ethnolinguistic identity, remittances, and media use. 
We analyze the relationship between these variables of interest and the three key dependent variables in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, controlling for age, gender, settlement, education, employment, income, and degree of attention to the conflict.7 It may be the case that our explanatory variables of interest simply capture general attitudes toward Russia. To reduce the concern that our dependent variables solely capture overall favorable views of Russia rather than specific attitudes about the war, we also control for overall favorability toward Russia.8 By controlling for general favorability toward Russia, we can better isolate attitudes specifically related to the war in Ukraine. This helps us distinguish between respondents who may have favorable views of Russia in general but disagree with its actions in Ukraine, and vice versa. 
As discussed previously, we include the DKNO answers as a specific value of the dependent variable.9 As a result, we treat the ordinal variable (whether the war is justified) as categorical and conduct multinomial regressions for all three dependent variables. Missing values in the independent variables are imputed using multiple imputation by chained equations. We cluster by administrative district to account for potential variation between regions within each country. While the regression analysis will allow us to make important insights about the relationship between perception of the conflict and domestic factors, results should be treated as purely correlational. 
Table 1 presents the average marginal effects of our main explanatory variables for whether or not respondents believe the war is justified. Table 2 presents marginal effects for blame attribution, and Table 3—for how respondents believe the war may end. The reference category for ethnicity, home and interview language, and news is Russian. 

[TABLES 1–3 ABOUT HERE]

Overall, we find the strongest support for the hypothesis regarding ethnic attachment (H1a). In both Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, ethnicity is strongly and consistently associated with pro-Russian attitudes and with views adhering to Russia’s narrative surrounding the war. Ethnic Russians are more likely to state that the war is justified and less likely to state that Russia is responsible for the conflict than members of the titular group (ethnic Kazakhs and Kyrgyz). In Kazakhstan, ethnic Russians have a 29% probability of stating that the war is unjustified compared to 51% for ethnic Kazakhs, while the probability of stating that the war is justified is 45% for ethnic Russians and 23% for ethnic Kazakhs, all else equal. Similarly, ethnic Kazakhs are more likely to blame Russia for the war and less likely to blame Ukraine or the West than ethnic Russians. In Kyrgyzstan, ethnic Russians have a 55% chance of stating that the war is justified compared to 34% for ethnic Kyrgyz. Only 4% of ethnic Russians in Kyrgyzstan blame Russia for the conflict compared to 15% of ethnic Kyrgyz. In short, ethnic Russians are more likely to hold pro-Russian attitudes and to accept Russia’s narrative surrounding the conflict. 
Ethnicity is also strongly and consistently associated with holding views consistent with Russian messaging in both countries: Ethnic Russians are more likely to think that war will end in Russia’s favor than members of the titular ethnic group. All else being equal, ethnic Russians are more likely to believe that Ukraine will accept Russia’s terms in Kazakhstan (38% v. 23%) and less likely to believe that Russia will retreat in both countries (7% v. 15% in Kazakhstan; 2% v. 6% in Kyrgyzstan). 
We find more limited support for the hypotheses regarding the relationship between language preference (H1b) and language embeddedness (H1c) and views of the war. Language embeddedness is correlated with holding pro-Russian attitudes primarily in Kazakhstan: individuals in Kazakhstan who speak Russian at home hold a 34% probability of stating that the war is justified compared to 25% of titular language speakers, all else equal. They are also more likely to blame the West for the conflict than individuals who show preference for other languages (15% v. 8% for Kazakh speakers). Individuals who speak Kazakh at home are more likely to think that Russia will retreat and less likely to believe that Ukraine will be forced to accept Russia’s terms compared to Russian speakers. Overall, there is limited evidence to suggest that language embeddedness is associated with pro-Russian views in Kyrgyzstan.  
While language embeddedness is associated with pro-Russian attitudes in Kazakhstan, language preference is more clearly associated with pro-Russian views in Kyrgyzstan: Individuals who chose to complete the interview in Russian were less likely to think that the war was unjustified (26% v. 38%), more likely to think that the war is justified (51% v. 31%), and less likely to blame Russia for the conflict than individuals who completed the interview in other languages (13% v. 20%). Overall, the relationship between language preference and pro-Russian views is more mixed in Kazakhstan; Kazakh speakers are less likely to think that the war is justified than Russian speakers, but there is no evidence to suggest language preference influences blame attribution or attitudes about how the war will end. 
Our second set of hypotheses assesses the correlation between receiving remittances (H2a & H2b) and holding pro-Russian attitudes.10 There is little evidence to support these hypotheses: receiving remittances is, at best, inconsistently and at times counterintuitively associated with pro-Russian attitudes about the war. In Kazakhstan, individuals whose family receives remittances are counterintuitively more likely to view the war as unjustified and to blame Russia for the conflict. In Kyrgyzstan, on the other hand, receiving remittances alone is not consistently associated with pro-Russian attitudes, though individuals who receive remittances are less likely to think that Ukraine will accept Russia’s terms. In short, there is limited and inconsistent evidence to support the notion that remittances are consistently associated with political preferences. 
Finally, we assess the relationship between media use (H3) and pro-Russian views about the war. In Kazakhstan, individuals who primarily receive information about international events from Russian news sources are more likely to think that the war is justified and are more likely to blame the West for the conflict than people who receive news from other sources. In Kyrgyzstan, Russian news consumers are primarily distinct from individuals who do not consume any news in the expected direction. Finally, individuals who receive the news from non-Russian sources are less likely to believe that Ukraine will be forced to accept Russia’s terms than those who watch Russian news in both countries.
 
Discussion

Scholars have long recognized that individuals’ geopolitical preferences are shaped by personal connections to and exposure to messaging from foreign countries. Our study extends this understanding by examining how these connections—particularly ethnolinguistic identity, remittances, and media use—relate to attitudes towards a highly salient and consequential geopolitical event: Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine. By focusing on Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, two Central Asian countries with deep political, economic, and cultural ties to Russia, we provide a unique opportunity to examine these correlations in contexts where they are likely to be most pronounced. Our analysis of issues that reflect both pro-Russian sentiments and adherence to Russian war narratives offers valuable insights into how deeply ingrained social, economic, and informational ties may shape public opinion during times of international crisis. This approach not only contributes to our understanding of opinion formation in Central Asia but also provides a broader perspective on how correlates of geopolitical attitudes manifest in response to significant global events. By linking these correlates to specific attitudes about the war, we offer a more nuanced understanding of how enduring ties and immediate information flows interact to shape public opinion in a rapidly evolving geopolitical landscape.
Overall, Russian ethnic identity is most consistently and substantially associated with pro-Russian attitudes across all measures, above and beyond other measures of connectedness. However, Russian language use, as measured by language embeddedness and preference, is not similarly consistent with political preferences. This finding gives credence to the argument that language and ethnicity are not interchangeable and that language should be disaggregated from ethnicity (Marquardt 2022). Moreover, the pathways through which language is associated with pro-Russian attitudes varies by context: while language embeddedness appears to be an important predictor of pro-Russian views in Kazakhstan, this relationship does not hold in Kyrgyzstan. These results are in line with previous research arguing that Russian-speaking capacity in Kyrgyzstan is often instrumental in nature (Tagaev and Protassova 2020) and varies exogenously to views of political and social aspects of Russia (see Chapman and Gerber 2019 for a review; see also Hale, Shevel, and Onuch 2018; Peisakhin and Rozenas 2018), while Russian language in Kazakhstan is more relational (Komarskaya and Savin 2021; Morrison 2017). However, additional research is necessary to fully understand the variation between Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.
Second, we find, at best, an inconsistent and limited relationship between receiving remittances and attitudes toward the war. This finding goes against the literature that argues that remittances are an important source of political and cultural value sharing. There are a couple of potential explanations for this finding. First, while we use remittances to proxy for personal or familial experience with migration, consistent with the literature, these variables do not fully capture experience with migration. Central Asian migrants often receive poor, hostile treatment in Russia. Complex bureaucracy pushes many into informal sectors lacking state protection, leading to exclusion from public services (Demintseva 2020; Turaeva 2019; Urinboyev 2021). Beyond these systemic challenges, Central Asian migrants encounter xenophobia and racialization, with “migrant” often referring to anyone who does not “pass” as Russian based on appearance and language proficiency (Matusevich 2015, 3). Public opinion studies reveal an ethnic hierarchy in attitudes towards migrants, with Russians generally favoring Ukrainians and Moldovan migrants over those from Central Asia or the Caucasus (Bessudnov 2016; Gerber and Zavisca 2020).  Second, our measures might not fully encapsulate the impact of remittances from Russia. Our survey does not require respondents to specify the countries from which they receive remittances. While Russia is by far the primary source of remittances for Central Asian countries, it is not the only one. Consequently, our measures might underestimate the relationship between remittances, migration, and political attitudes towards Russia.
Finally, we assess the relationship between turning to Russian news for information about international events and political views of the war. According to theories of international media consumption, the close value proximity between Russia and Central Asia should make people in these countries particularly susceptible to media messaging. However, existing research on Russian media in Central Asia caution against overestimating the impact of Russian media on public opinion in these contexts (Chapman and Gerber 2019). Our findings suggest that while Russian media viewership is indeed associated with holding more pro-Russian views surrounding the conflict, this relationship is context and issue specific. Overall, Russian media viewership is generally associated with pro-Russian attitudes in Kazakhstan. In Kyrgyzstan, this relationship is more limited, with Russian media users differing mostly from individuals who do not consume any news. 
These divergent findings may reflect the broader media environments in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. While both countries face challenges to press freedom, their media landscapes exhibit notable differences that may help explain the varying relationships between Russian media consumption and pro-Russian attitudes. Kyrgyzstan ranks higher in press freedom than Kazakhstan (Reporters Without Borders 2024). In Kazakhstan, the government maintains tighter control over the media landscape, allowing for more unified messaging aligned with state narratives. Although new non-traditional journalistic media have emerged on platforms like YouTube, the space for such activity is becoming increasingly limited (Khashimov and Zhandayeva 2021). This controlled environment might create a clearer distinction between pro-Russian sources and alternative viewpoints. Interestingly, media in Kazakhstan generally enjoy higher levels of trust than in Kyrgyzstan, despite greater media independence and pluralism in the latter (Junisbai, Junisbai, and Fry 2015). 
In contrast, Kyrgyzstan’s media landscape is more fragmented. Local media are often perceived as incompetent and corrupt, frequently offering news of inferior quality or directly copying Russian programs (Gabdulkhakov 2023; Junisbai, Junisbai, and Fry 2015; Turdubaeva 2021).  State-run media generally avoid direct reporting on the conflict, focusing on its domestic consequences, often relaying information from official Russian media outlets (Abdullaeva 2022). While independent media outlets in Kyrgyzstan offer more diverse coverage, including perspectives from Ukrainian sources (Abdullaeva 2022), they have been under increasing government pressure (Turdubaeva 2021; Turgunbaeva and Pikulicka-Wilczewska 2024). The pervasiveness of Russian narratives across various media sources in Kyrgyzstan might help explain why Russian media consumers primarily differ from non-consumers, rather than from users of other news sources. 
[bookmark: _Hlk181949729]Importantly, there has been a visible decline in reliance on traditional Russian media (e.g., television, radio, and newspaper) as a source of political information in recent years. When this survey was fielded in the spring and summer of 2022, a mere 10% of respondents in Kyrgyzstan and 6% in Kazakhstan depended on traditional Russian media sources for news on international events. This stands in stark contrast to the scenario in 2014–2015, when approximately 60% of the population in Kyrgyzstan turned to Russian television for political news (Chapman and Gerber 2019). Rather, traditional, non-Internet news sources—both domestic and Russian—have gradually been replaced by the Internet and social media, which is more difficult to monitor and control. In both countries, over 60% of respondents received their news from the Internet compared to less than a quarter who received their news from other sources. Thus, while Russian media continues to be associated with pro-Russian attitudes to some extent, its influence is waning due to the changing media landscape. 
Our measure of media consumption offers valuable information regarding overall media habits. The distinction between Russian media and other sources offers a crucial baseline for understanding information flows. However, the broad categories of “Russian” and “Internet” encompass a wide range of platforms and outlets, which future studies could further disaggregate. Additionally, while our focus on the “main” source of news provides a clear indicator of primary information channels, it does not capture the full complexity of respondents' media diets. Future research should provide a more nuanced examination of media usage that further accounts for the complexity of media consumption patterns and diets.

Views of the war over time

Thus far, this study has primarily focused on attitudes towards the invasion during the initial months of the conflict. This timeframe provides valuable insights into the immediate reactions to what was anticipated by many to be a swift Russian victory, offering a glimpse into the public’s initial responses during this period of heightened instability. However, as the conflict has evolved, so too may have public sentiment. Figures 4–6 present the weighted responses to our three dependent variables by survey to examine how attitudes about the war have changed over time. As previously discussed, Wave 11 of the CAB was fielded in May–June 2022 during the early months of the war. Wave 12 was fielded in November–December 2022, while Waves 13 and 14 were fielded from April–May 2023 and September–November 2023, respectively.  

[FIGURES 4-6 ABOUT HERE]

In line with previous results, respondents in Kyrgyzstan are consistently more likely to express pro-Russian sentiments and adhere to pro-Russian messaging surrounding the war than respondents in Kazakhstan. Over time, the proportion of respondents who state that the war is unjustified increased in Kazakhstan (from 44% in Wave 11 to 55% in Wave 14) and decreased in Kyrgyzstan (from 36% in Wave 11 to 29% in Wave 14). Similarly, the proportion of respondents who state that Ukraine is responsible for the conflict is consistently higher in Kyrgyzstan than in Kazakhstan, though there is substantial variation in Kyrgyzstan over time that corresponds closely with DKNO responses.
However, the most substantial fluctuation over time can be seen in responses to expectations about the war’s end. In both countries, the proportion of respondents who believed that Ukraine would be forced to accept Russia’s terms declined from Wave 11 to Wave 12 while the proportion of respondents who anticipated that the war would end through diplomatic negotiations increased in this same period. These results are intuitive and reflect Ukraine’s remarkable military performance and perseverance in the face of Russian aggression. However, while expectations regarding negotiations remained relatively stable in Kyrgyzstan in subsequent periods, the proportion of Kazakhstanis selecting this option declined sharply in Wave 13 before rebounding in Wave 14. This decline may be partially, though not fully, explained by the increase in respondents who selected “Don’t Know” in Wave 13 compared to previous waves.
We might expect that, as the war progressed, respondents would develop more definitive attitudes about the conflict and be less likely to select DKNO in surveys. However, this does not appear to be the case. In both Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, the proportion of respondents who selected DKNO stayed the same or increased from Wave 11 to Waves 12 and 13 before declining in Wave 14. For example, the proportion of Kyrgyzstanis who selected DKNO for blame attribution increased to 34% in Wave 13, up from 25% in Wave 11. 
What explains the increase in DKNO responses over time? There are several plausible explanations for this trend. First the increase in DKNO responses may suggest that respondents have a weaker understanding of the dynamics of the conflict over time due to the prevalence of conflicting information and the resilience of the Ukrainian military, which contradicted Russian propaganda and even international expectations. During the fourth quarter of 2022 and into the new year, when Waves 12 and 13 were fielded, Ukrainian forces performed much better than expected, pursuing a successful counteroffensive against Russian forces and defending the country against Russia’s scorched earth air strategy (Prokip 2023, 2024). This discrepancy between the Russian narrative emphasizing Ukrainian weakness and the actual reality on the ground was noticeable for some Central Asian audiences (Muzaffar et al. 2024, p. 25) and may contribute to respondent uncertainty.
Additionally, the increased proportion of DKNO responses in Waves 12 and 13 could reflect declining interest in the conflict. In both Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, the proportion of respondents who stated that they were paying no attention to the conflict increased after Wave 11 and was particularly high in Wave 13 (see online Appendix Figure 1). Unsurprisingly, there is a strong inverse relationship between attention to the war and the likelihood of selecting DKNO (see online Appendix Tables 2–4). In other words, the more closely respondents followed the developments in the conflict, the less inclined they were to respond with “Don’t Know” when asked about their views of the war. Therefore, the observed changes in attitudes over time may partially reflect the varying degrees of attention that respondents devoted to the conflict. As the conflict unfolded, some individuals remained actively engaged, closely monitoring developments, while others gradually disengaged.
Overall, these results suggest that public opinion in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan regarding Russia’s war in Ukraine has evolved over time, reflecting the changing realities on the ground and the resilience of the Ukrainian military. While respondents in Kyrgyzstan consistently express more pro-Russian sentiments across our dependent variables compared to those in Kazakhstan, both countries have seen fluctuations in attitudes, particularly in terms of expectation about the war’s ending. The increase in DKNO responses in later waves suggests that conflicting information and the discrepancy between Russian narratives (e.g., Graham 2021) and actual events may have contributed to greater uncertainty among respondents as well as varying levels of attention paid to the conflict over time. These findings underscore the dynamic nature of public opinion during periods of complex political events and heightened uncertainty. 

Conclusion

Russia’s ongoing war against Ukraine has re-ignited concerns over the reach of Russia’s international influence, particularly in countries with strong political, economic, and cultural ties to Russia. While existing research has addressed the ways in which the governments of Central Asia have responded to the war (e.g., Dadabaev and Sonoda 2023; Jones 2023) this study shifts the focus from elites to the public. In doing so, we contribute to a growing body of literature emphasizing the significance of public opinion on foreign affairs (Boucher 2024; Jones, Smyth, and Turchenko 2024; Weeks and Crunkilton 2017). In particular, this study assesses the relationship of three prominent factors often linked to pro-Russian attitudes—ethnolinguistic identity, migration, and the media—on attitudes toward the war in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, two Central Asian countries with strong but distinct relationships with Russia. 
Our study reveals significant variations in individual attitudes towards Russia’s war against Ukraine between Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, which mirror each country’s distinct relationship with Russia. In Kazakhstan, despite strong historical ties with Russia, the government has pursued a multi-vector foreign policy, balancing relations among competing regional and global powers. This approach is reflected in our findings, which show more critical attitudes towards Russia’s actions among Kazakhstani respondents. Our data suggest that Kazakhstanis primarily view the war through a sociocultural lens, reflecting the country’s significant Slavic population and widespread kinship ties. The invasion has intensified existing concerns about potential Russian expansionism, particularly given Kazakhstan’s large ethnic Russian population in its northern regions (Muzzafar et al. 2024). Indeed, focus groups suggest that Kazakhstanis draw parallels between Kazakhstan and Ukraine, noting similarities in Russian influence and interpreting events like the CSTO troop deployment during the “Bloody January” events as potential covert occupation attempts (Muzzafar et al. 2024). In contrast, Kyrgyzstani perspectives on the war appear to be more heavily influenced by socioeconomic considerations, reflecting Kyrgyzstanis’ stronger economic reliance on Russia. These findings highlight the complex interplay between historical, cultural, and economic factors in shaping public opinion on the war across Central Asia.
Our results challenge simplistic narratives about Russian influence in the region. While ethnic Russians are more likely to hold pro-Russian views, this does not necessarily translate into the broader Russian-speaking population. This distinction affirms that shared ethnic identity remains a powerful factor in shaping political attitudes, but it challenges the assumption that linguistic ties alone create a monolithic pro-Russian bloc that could be easily mobilized as a “fifth column.” These findings challenge the assumption that Russia’s cultural and linguistic sway automatically turns into political influence (Erlich and Garner 2023; Laitin 1998; Marquardt 2022). On one hand, this indicates that attempts to leverage Russian-speaking populations for political gain may be overly simplistic and potentially ineffective. However, our findings also underscore the ongoing challenge faced by Central Asian states in fostering a national identity that transcends ethnic lines, particularly when it comes to foreign policy issues. 
Our findings shed light on the contested impact of Russian media on public opinion abroad. While theories suggest that international media has a strong impact in politically and culturally resonant contexts, existing research shows that Russian media’s influence on foreign public opinion is moderate and conditional (see Chapman and Gerber 2019; Laurelle and Royce 2019). Although Russian media viewership is generally associated with more pro-Russian views, our findings provide further evidence that this relationship varies by context and issue. Additionally, the influence of traditional Russian media appears to be waning due to the evolving media landscape, emphasizing the importance of considering new information flows in the digital age.
Additionally, we find limited evidence that remittances are consistently associated with pro-Russian attitudes surrounding the war, suggesting a need for a better understanding of how these financial flows may shape perceptions and the impact of migration experiences on political attitudes. The limited association between remittances and pro-Russian attitudes suggests that economic ties may not translate as directly into political influence as is often assumed (Berlinschi 2019; Gerber and Zavisca 2020; Krawatzek and Müller-Funk 2020; Levitt 1998; Nikolova, Roman, and Zimmermann 2017).
Finally, our study contributes to the broader discourse on decolonization in Central Asia. Russia’s brutal invasion of Ukraine has further endangered its influence in the region by accelerating the decolonization narrative in Central Asia, further contributing to concerns and skepticism of Russia’s image as a regional leader and security guarantor. This has particularly fueled discussions about decolonization in Kazakhstan (Junisbai 2022), where there is a growing desire to promote a national identity distinct from Russia’s influence. As new information emerges regarding Russia’s relative strength and the uncovering of further atrocities committed by Russian forces, the discourse within Central Asia has begun to shift, with Russia increasingly being viewed as a colonial and imperial power rather than a benevolent partner (Khashimov 2023). The questions of belonging and national identity, already topics of public discussion in both countries, have become increasingly pronounced as a consequence of Russia’s imperialist ambitions. The influx of Russian migrants into Central Asia, a rare instance of former colonizers moving to their former colonies in significant numbers, has further underscored the urgency of these issues (Kudaibergen 2024; Matusevich 2022). This movement has prompted many to reassess not only their identity but also their relationship with Russia, sparking calls for broader decolonization (Smagulova 2023) and further underscoring the importance of uncovering attitudes of Central Asian publics and their determinants.
Our study illuminates several promising avenues for future research that can further enrich our understanding of public opinion dynamics in Central Asia and beyond. First, while our analysis provides a crucial snapshot of attitudes shortly after the invasion began, longitudinal studies could offer invaluable insights into how views towards both Russia and the war evolve over time. Such research could capture the dynamic nature of public opinion in response to major geopolitical events and reveal how different demographic groups, including ethnic Russians, may shift their perspectives as conflicts unfold. Second, future studies should explore more deeply the connection between media consumption patterns to provide a more granular picture of information flows and their relationship to public opinion. Third, while our study identifies important correlates of war-related attitudes, establishing causal relationships remains a critical next step. Experimental designs, combined with qualitative methods such as in-depth interviews and focus groups (Muzzafar et al. 2024), could not only establish causal links but also provide richer insights into how factors like ethnicity, remittances, and media consumption shape individuals’ views about international conflicts. 
Russia’s war against Ukraine has profoundly shaken the global order, with major implications for neighboring states, particularly those with close ties to Russia such as Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. By examining public attitudes toward the conflict during a crucial period, this study provides vital insights into how Central Asian populations have reacted to the war, laying the groundwork for future research into the determinants of geopolitical preferences during times of international crisis.
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Notes
1. It is important to note that terms such as the “Near Abroad” and “compatriots abroad,” though commonly used by Russian officials, are reflective of the Russian government’s broader reluctance to acknowledge the sovereignty of its neighboring states.
2. Ideally, we would also include a measure of the language people primarily use in their workplace (language embeddedness) and the language that people consider their “mother tongue” (ethnolinguistic identity). Unfortunately, these variables were not included in the survey.
3. It should be noted that, for all questions, the survey explicitly did not refer to the conflict in Ukraine as a war, due to the sensitive nature of these questions. Nevertheless, we refer to these events as a war throughout.
4. See the online Appendix for full question wording. The Other category includes individuals who selected both Russia and Ukraine as being responsible for the war as well as those who specified some other entity (or combination of entities) and could not be sorted into one of the main groups. Those who selected some other entity constitute only 2% of our respondents; exclusion of this group does not have a notable impact on the results. The Central Asia Barometer does not preserve specific entries for the “Other” category, as they constitute a small portion of the overall responses and do not make it possible to make any inferences.
5. Only a small portion of our respondents (3% in Kazakhstan and 1% in Kyrgyzstan) selected “the conflict will not end.” Due to the low number of observations, we do not include these responses in the main multivariate analyses below.
6. Studies of “Don’t Know/No Opinion” (DKNO) responses suggest that respondents are most likely to select DKNO responses due to lack of knowledge of, confidence in, or indifference to a particular topic (Graham 2021; Grichting 1994; Jessee 2017; Luskin and Bullock 2011).
7. The questionnaire asks respondents “How much attention are you paying to the situation in Ukraine?” Responses were reverse coded (1 = none at all, 4 = a great deal of attention).
8. This question asks: “Thinking about other countries, please tell me if you have a very favorable, somewhat favorable, somewhat unfavorable, or very unfavorable opinion of Russia.” Responses were reverse coded (1 = very unfavorable, 4 = very favorable).  
9. Results are robust to the exclusion of “Refused” in all analyses. 
10. Results are robust to various specifications of the media variable, including a separate measure of internet/social media origin and use.
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