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Abstract

This study examines how small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) entrepreneurs in the Akmola region perceive
government support measures and identifies systemic barriers that hinder business development, including within the
social entrepreneurship sector. The methodological framework is based on two focus group discussions involving
representatives of various business types, including social enterprises. The use of purposive sampling and semi-
structured discussions allowed for a thorough understanding of entrepreneurs’ subjective assessments, identification
of key problem areas, and analysis of their interactions with government support instruments. The data were analyzed
using thematic analysis following the approach of Braun and Clarke, which allowed the identification of nine major
thematic problem areas, including administrative barriers, difficulties in accessing credit, grant financing constraints,
infrastructure limitations, and challenges specific to social entrepreneurship. The findings suggest that official statistics
on the number of SMEs do not always reflect their actual economic sustainability, while existing institutional support
mechanisms are often perceived as formal, fragmented, and insufficiently accessible, particularly for microenterprises
and rural businesses. Social entrepreneurs, in particular, emphasize the high value of obtaining official status but
highlight excessive bureaucratic requirements and the limited applicability of current eligibility criteria. The scientific
significance of the study lies in conducting a qualitative regional analysis of the development of SMEs and social
entrepreneurship in the Akmola region, which allows us to supplement existing quantitative studies with empirical
data on the practical experience of entrepreneurs. From a practical perspective, the results may inform policymakers
and regional development institutions by highlighting critical gaps between formal support mechanisms and real
business needs. The study offers targeted recommendations aimed at improving the transparency, accessibility, and
adaptability of government support instruments, with particular attention to the needs of microbusinesses and rural
areas, thereby contributing to more inclusive and sustainable regional economic development.

Keywords: social entrepreneurship, small and medium-sized enterprises, government support, focus groups,
development barriers, regional development, public policy.

Introduction

The development of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) is widely regarded in global
practice as one of the key drivers of sustainable economic growth, job creation, and enhanced social
stability [1]. SMEs function not only as a source of economic activity but also as an instrument for
economic diversification, unemployment reduction, and innovation stimulation. Under conditions of
global economic uncertainty and digital transformation, the role of small and medium-sized businesses
becomes particularly significant, as flexible and innovation-oriented enterprises are better positioned
to adapt rapidly to changing market conditions and evolving social needs.
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The theoretical basis of this study is the concept of an entrepreneurial ecosystem, according to
which the development of small and medium-sized businesses is determined not only by financial
resources but also by the quality of the institutional environment, the availability of infrastructure, the
level of trust in government institutions, and opportunities for interaction between market participants.
Within this approach, social entrepreneurship is viewed as an element of the regional ecosystem,
contributing to both the economic and social development of the region [1]. It is important to note that
the resilience of small businesses during periods of turbulence is directly correlated with the quality
of the institutional environment. In the context of structural economic changes, SMEs act as a kind of
shock absorber, mitigating the social impact of crises through their high operational agility and ability
to quickly reallocate resources to the most in-demand niches.

According to entrepreneurial ecosystem theory [2], the sustainability of small businesses depends
on the systemic interaction of six key areas: policy, finance, culture, support, human capital, and
markets. In developing countries, institutional asymmetries often lead to “fragmented ecosystems”,
where financial injections (e.g., grants) fail to deliver long-term benefits due to weak support institutions
and market infrastructure. Therefore, this study uses an ecosystem approach to examine how regional
characteristics and institutional gaps in the Akmola region distort the interactions between social
entrepreneurs and local governments.

In recent years, increasing attention has been devoted to social entrepreneurship, which is a form
of entrepreneurial activity that combines commercial objectives with the pursuit of social goals.
Social entrepreneurship supports vulnerable population groups, contributes to the development of an
inclusive economy, enhances corporate social responsibility, and fosters the formation of sustainable
communities [3]. International experience demonstrates that countries with a well-developed social
entrepreneurship sector tend to exhibit higher levels of social integration and economic innovation,
underscoring the importance of actively promoting this form of entrepreneurship at the national level.

In Kazakhstan, social entrepreneurship is a relatively new phenomenon, yet it has demonstrated
dynamic growth. As 0f 2025, 67 social enterprises are registered in the national registry in the Akmola
region, indicating growing interest from both the population and the state in socially significant
initiatives. Despite this positive trend, the region continues to face systemic barriers that constrain
sectoral development. These include complex administrative procedures related to registration and
reporting, limited access to financial resources, insufficient infrastructure support, and inadequate
awareness among entrepreneurs regarding existing government support programs [4].

A better understanding of this issue also requires an analysis of the causes of these barriers.
Specifically, entrepreneurs’ lack of awareness is often due to the lack of a single digital window for
social initiatives, while difficulties with registration stem from strict criteria for eligibility for social
enterprise status, which don’t always take into account the specifics of microbusinesses in remote
areas.

An analysis of the SME development dynamics in the Akmola region for the 2023-2025 period
demonstrates a moderate increase in the number of active business entities. However, according to data
from the Bureau of National Statistics, the contribution of SMEs to the Gross Regional Product (GRP)
remains unstable, fluctuating between 28% and 30%. The structural composition of regional SMEs
is dominated by the service and trade sectors (exceeding 40%), while the share of manufacturing and
innovative enterprises does not exceed 8% [3, 4].

According to regional entrepreneurship support programs, there has been an increase in
government support, but entrepreneurs do not always associate this with improved business conditions
in rural areas [5]. Research participants noted that limited support tools in rural areas may contribute
to a decrease in entrepreneurial activity and increase economic dependence on large urban centers.

The relevance of this study is driven by the need for a comprehensive analysis of the state of SMEs
and social entrepreneurship in the region that goes beyond quantitative indicators and incorporates
qualitative aspects of business operations. Focus group discussions and interview-based methods make
it possible to capture entrepreneurs’ subjective assessments, reflecting their real-world experiences
in interacting with public and private support institutions, including grant financing, interest rate
subsidies, credit guarantees, and consulting services. Analyzing these data allows for a comparison
between formal statistical indicators and actual economic activity, thereby identifying critical gaps in
the existing support system.

Accordingly, the findings of this study provide a foundation for the development of practical
recommendations aimed at improving the institutional environment and fostering social
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entrepreneurship at the regional level. The design of effective SME support mechanisms, including
those targeting social enterprises, contributes not only to economic growth but also to improvements
in quality of life, the creation of a resilient social environment, and the strengthening of regional
economic potential.

In general, social entrepreneurship is commonly defined as an activity oriented toward the
creation of social value through sustainable economic practices [6]. This form of entrepreneurship
integrates commercial objectives with social missions, enabling the simultaneous pursuit of social
problem-solving and financial sustainability. Recent scholarship underscores the importance of
supportive policy environments and institutional coherence in enabling social enterprises to balance
social impact with financial sustainability [7]. International literature highlights a diversity of social
entrepreneurship models that reflect countries’ cultural, economic, and institutional contexts [8, 9].
For example, inclusive employment models aimed at integrating people with disabilities into the labor
market are prevalent in Europe, while in Latin America and Africa, greater emphasis is placed on eco-
entrepreneurship and initiatives focused on the sustainable use of natural resources [10].

In the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), social entrepreneurship has developed
primarily through state-led initiatives, including grant support, tax incentives, and participation in
national programs and social project competitions. However, research indicates that entrepreneurs often
encounter limited access to information about available support measures, difficulties in demonstrating
the social impact of their projects, and insufficient institutional infrastructure [11]. These constraints
hinder the scaling of successful initiatives and restrict the participation of micro- and small enterprises,
particularly in rural areas [12, 13]. More recent studies emphasize that institutional asymmetries and
gaps between formal regulations and informal practices significantly shape entrepreneurial behavior
and exacerbate barriers for SMEs in emerging economies [14].

It is also worth noting that in the CIS, trust between businesses and government agencies is a
critical factor. Institutional asymmetry often manifests itself in small businesses perceiving government
programs not as a development tool, but as a source of additional bureaucratic risks, which reduces the
overall effectiveness of budgetary allocations.

Key areas of social entrepreneurial activity include the employment of people with disabilities,
educational and cultural initiatives, environmental protection, and the provision of social services
to vulnerable population groups [15]. International experience underscores that successful social
enterprises rely not only on financial assistance but also on consulting, infrastructural, and educational
resources, including mentoring, training programs, and engagement in professional networks and
communities [16].

An analysis of domestic practice suggests that social enterprises demonstrating sustainable
growth typically combine flexible organizational structures with active participation in government
and regional support programs [17, 18]. These include grant competitions, interest rate subsidies,
access to preferential credit, and professional consulting services [19]. A critical factor in this process
is the ability to adapt international approaches to local conditions and regional specificities, taking into
account labor market characteristics, infrastructure availability, and the social needs of the population.

Despite extensive international experience and the presence of successful local cases, social
entrepreneurship continues to face common challenges, including information deficits, difficulties in
measuring social impact, bureaucratic burdens, the need for continuous compliance with reporting
requirements, and limited integration with the private sector. In Kazakhstan, existing SME and social
entrepreneurship support measures, including grant financing and inclusion in the national registry of
social enterprises, do not yet fully correspond to the needs of small and microenterprises, particularly
in rural areas. This gap underscores the need for systematic analysis and the development of more
tailored support instruments [19].

At the current stage of regional economic development, it is crucial to transition from universal
support measures to customized programs that take into account the life cycle of an enterprise and the
specifics of its social mission. Creating an ecosystem in which financial assistance is complemented
by acceleration and access to markets will enable the transformation of social entrepreneurship from
a niche phenomenon into a fully-fledged economic sector.

Therefore, the existing literature highlights the necessity of a comprehensive approach to the
development of social entrepreneurship that integrates financial, institutional, and educational support.
Attention to local context, infrastructural conditions, and social needs is essential for fostering
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sustainable and socially impactful enterprises capable of integrating into the regional economy and
generating long-term positive outcomes.

The research’s novelty lies in identifying specific regional barriers to SME and social
entrepreneurship development in the Akmola region based on a qualitative analysis of entrepreneurs’
perceptions. Unlike most existing studies, which rely primarily on statistical indicators, this work
focuses on the practical experiences of business interactions with government support institutions.

Thus, this study answers the following question: How does regional institutional asymmetry
distort the configuration of the entrepreneurial ecosystem (in particular, policy, financial and enabling
factors) for SMEs and social enterprises in the capital region?

Materials and methods

The empirical component of the study was based on two focus discussions with 20 representatives
of small and medium-sized businesses in the Akmola region, including social entrepreneurs. Ten
people participated in the first focus group, and ten in the second. Participants were selected using
purposive sampling, taking into account the sector of activity, legal structure of the business, geographic
location, and experience with government support programs. Participants included representatives of
microenterprises, small and medium-sized businesses, farms, and social enterprises operating in both
urban and rural areas of the Akmola region.

Each focus group lasted between 60 and 90 minutes. Discussions were conducted in a semi-
structured format using a pre-prepared question guide, which covered topics such as government
support, administrative barriers, access to funding, infrastructure constraints, and the specifics of
social entrepreneurship. All discussions were conducted with the consent of the participants and were
audio-recorded. The recordings were then transcribed verbatim for subsequent analysis.

The choice of a qualitative research method was driven by the need for a deep understanding of
the internal decision-making processes within small businesses. Unlike quantitative surveys, focus
groups allowed us to uncover hidden cause-and-effect relationships between the quality of institutional
support and entrepreneurial motivation. Particular attention was paid to geographic representativeness
when selecting the sample, enabling us to compare the opinions of businesspeople from the regional
center and remote rural areas, revealing significant differences in infrastructure accessibility.

Data analysis was conducted using thematic analysis, following Braun & Clarke’s approach [20].
The analysis process included several stages as reading interview transcripts, initial open coding,
grouping codes into thematic categories, formation of thematic clusters, and interpretation of the
identified themes. Data analysis continued until thematic saturation was reached, at which point
new discussions ceased to lead to the emergence of fundamentally new themes and categories. This
ensures a high degree of reliability of the findings. During the analysis, particular attention was paid
to entrepreneurs’ recurring assessments related to institutional and financial barriers.

Table 1 — Socio-demographic characteristics of focus group participants

Participant Gender Age |Business sector | Legal form Location Experience with
category government support
Microenterprises | SM, 2F 25-44 |services, trade |sole rural 3 out of 7 participated
proprietorship
Small enterprises | 3M, 1F 30-50 |processing, sole urban/rural |3 out of 4 participated
trade proprietorship,
LLP
Medium 3M 35-55 |processing, LLP urban 3 out of 3 participated
enterprises trade
Farming M 45 agriculture peasant (farm) |rural participated
enterprises enterprise
Social enterprises | 2M, 3F 30-50 |education, sole various 5 out of 5 participated
social services |proprietorship, | districts
LP
Note: Compiled by the authors based on data from focus group discussions conducted in the Akmola region in
2024.
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This table demonstrates the diversity of participants, which is critical for analyzing the social
enterprise sector. Notably, 100% of the social entrepreneurs group received government support,
suggesting a high degree of dependence on external funding and an active search for tools to legitimize
their activities through participation in official registries. At the same time, the low participation of
microenterprises in government programs (3 out of 7) highlights the barriers to entry for the self-
employed and small players in rural areas.

Results

An analytical assessment of the current situation reveals a profound gap between the institutional
structure of support measures and their practical applicability. The problem of “formalism,” noted by
study participants, is illustrated by an analysis of regional dynamics: the increase in the number of
registered social entrepreneurs in the national registry (67 organizations) is not reflected in proportional
regional socioeconomic development. Focus group respondents note that “social enterprise” status is
often acquired primarily to gain access to grant funding, rather than for the long-term scaling of a
social mission [3, 4].

Further analysis shows that this “grant-hunting” approach devalues the very idea of social
entrepreneurship, turning it into a tool for temporary business survival rather than a model for
sustainable social impact. The lack of monitoring of results after receiving a grant leads to a significant
number of projects ceasing operations immediately after spending their budget funds.

In addition, the regional specificity of the Akmola region, acting as an agro-industrial belt
surrounding the capital, exerts a distinct influence. The proximity to Astana creates a “human capital
drain” (or “talent gap”), where the most qualified entrepreneurs and employees migrate to the
metropolis. This phenomenon significantly undermines the competitiveness of local small businesses,
as they struggle to retain the professional expertise necessary for sustainable growth.

The phenomenon of “capital shadow “ is also evident in the shift of consumer demand from
the region’s solvent population to Astana. Regional economic statistics for 2024 show that Astana’s
retail chains account for over 60% of retail turnover in nearby metropolitan areas (Tselinograd and
Arshaly) [3]. Focus group participants emphasize that this redistribution of consumer markets results
in significant revenue losses for local SMEs, making their investments in local infrastructure extremely
risky.

The analysis of focus group data revealed several systemic problems affecting the functioning of
small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the Akmola region. First and foremost, respondents
highlighted a discrepancy between official statistics and actual economic activity. Entrepreneurs from
rural areas noted that many registered sole proprietors formally exist in official registries but do not
engage in real business activity. This mismatch undermines trust in statistical data and complicates the
assessment of the region’s true economic potential, reflecting a problem also observed in other CIS
countries [9].

Administrative and documentary barriers emerged as the second most significant issue. Focus
group participants highlighted the complexity of preparing the required documentation, inconsistencies
in requirements across different banks, and limited access to advisory support. These obstacles are felt
most acutely by microenterprises and start-up entrepreneurs, which is consistent with findings from
Eastern Europe, where bureaucratic burden remains one of the key constraints on small business
development [8].

The problem of the “digital divide” is particularly noted: despite the digitalization of government
services, entrepreneurs in rural areas of the Akmola region often encounter technical glitches and
difficulties when working with electronic platforms, forcing them to turn to intermediaries and
increasing operating costs.

According to respondents’ estimates, the cost of “entry” into government support programs for
rural entrepreneurs is 25-30% higher than for urban ones, due to the need to cover transportation costs
and the services of consultants for obtaining an electronic digital signature and working on portals (for
example, Kezekte or Gosagro) [3, 4].
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Government support instruments, including interest rate subsidies, credit guarantees, and grant
financing, were perceived ambivalently by entrepreneurs. Although respondents were generally
aware of subsidy programs, trust in these instruments remained limited. Frequent changes in program
conditions created high entry barriers for new market participants. Empirical evidence from small
business research shows that inconsistent or short-term government support reduces firm growth and
survival rates, particularly among early-stage and resource-constrained enterprises [21]. Similarly,
understanding of credit guarantee mechanisms was found to be insufficient: many respondents
mistakenly perceived guarantees as a substitute for collateral, indicating a significant information
deficit[15, 7, 10]. Social entrepreneurs assessed grant funding positively; however, intense competition
and complex reporting requirements pose substantial challenges for early-stage projects.

Infrastructure constraints were also identified as significant. Microenterprises and rural firms
face limited access to utility networks, production facilities, and warehouse space, which slows
business development and the adoption of innovations. In the context of social entrepreneurship,
participants emphasized the value of obtaining official status, while at the same time noting that
excessive bureaucracy and strict eligibility criteria restrict opportunities for small-scale social
projects [13, 14, 1]. Issues related to post-emergency recovery and access to credit also substantially
affect business sustainability. Prolonged compensation payment periods reduce firms’ adaptive capacity,
while high interest rates and collateral requirements make loans largely inaccessible, particularly in
the food service and manufacturing sectors [1].

Table 2 presents a systematization of the identified challenges by thematic clusters and participant
groups:

Table 2 — Key thematic clusters of SME challenges identified in focus group discussions

Thematic Cluster Key Issues Participant Groups Most Actively

Expressing Concerns

Statistics and activity Discrepancy between official data and

actual activity

Rural entrepreneurs

Administrative barriers Complexity of documentation,

bureaucracy

Microenterprises, start-up entrepreneurs

Subsidies

Limited trust, changing conditions

Small and medium enterprises

Credit guarantees

Lack of information, high collateral
requirements

All groups

Grants

High requirements and competition

Social enterprises, the education sector

Limited access to utilities and
production facilities

Infrastructure Agricultural enterprises, microenterprises

Social entrepreneurship Complex criteria, bureaucratic

burden

Social enterprises

Post-emergency
recovery

Delayed compensation, low
adaptability

All groups

Credit access High interest rates and collateral

requirements

Food services, manufacturing

Note: Compiled by the authors based on thematic analysis of focus group discussions with SME and social
enterprise representatives in the Akmola region.

The table demonstrates that the challenges are multifaceted, affecting institutional, financial, and
infrastructural dimensions of entrepreneurial activity, while also reflecting differences in the perception
of barriers between urban and rural enterprises.

A comparison of the identified challenges faced by SMEs and social entrepreneurs in the Akmola
region with international practice reveals both common trends and region-specific characteristics. The
focus group analysis identified nine key thematic clusters, each of which has parallels in international
research (Table 3).
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Table 3 — Thematic comparison of regional SME challenges and international experience

Thematic Cluster

Key Issues

International Context and Comparison

Statistics and

Discrepancy between

In CIS and Eastern European countries, official statistics often

activity official data and actual fail to capture actual SME activity, complicating decision-
activity making and policy planning [11].
Administrative Documentation European experience shows that excessive bureaucracy slows
barriers complexity, bureaucracy | business start-ups and constrains innovation; successful
models emphasize simplified registration and standardized
requirements [10].
Subsidies Limited trust, changing In countries with developed social entrepreneurship sectors,

conditions

stable and transparent subsidy schemes increase trust and
participation in public programs [3].

Credit guarantees

Lack of information,
high collateral

International evidence suggests that credit guarantee programs
are effective only when combined with financial education and

requirements advisory support [16].

Grants High requirements and In Europe and the United States, grant funding for social
competition enterprises is typically accompanied by training and mentoring,

increasing project success rates [6].

Infrastructure Limited access to In developing economies, infrastructure constraints particularly
utilities and production hinder rural and microenterprise growth; effective approaches
facilities include industrial parks and coworking spaces [1].

Social Complex criteria, International practice confirms that excessive regulation limits

entrepreneurship bureaucracy innovation and scaling; simplified registration procedures foster

sectoral growth [15].

Post-emergency
recovery

Delayed compensation,
low adaptability

In countries with well-developed SME support systems, rapid
compensation mechanisms enhance resilience to crises [1].

Credit access

High interest rates and
collateral requirements

High collateral and interest requirements restrict access to
finance, whereas in developed economies, SMEs benefit from
preferential loans supported by public and international

funds [16].

Note: Compiled by the authors based on thematic analysis of focus group discussions and a comparative review
of international academic literature.

Table 3 indicates that most identified challenges closely correspond to international observations;
however, regional specificity is evident in the particularly high bureaucratic burden and limited
access to infrastructure and financial instruments for rural and start-up entrepreneurs. For example,
the gap between official statistics and actual entrepreneurial activity in rural areas of Kazakhstan
mirrors patterns observed in other CIS countries, where formal registries do not accurately reflect real
economic engagement [22, 10, 23].

Additionally, it was found that, unlike European countries, where the emphasis is on advisory
support, in Akmola Oblast, the demand is predominantly for direct financing, indicating a low level of
accumulated capital and the high cost of credit within the country. This underscores the need to shift
from pure financial assistance to the development of development institutions capable of providing
comprehensive business support [24].

Discussion

A detailed analysis of thematic clusters reveals that infrastructure barriers in the Akmola region
are critical for microenterprises. Unlike Almaty or Astana, which have a well-developed network of
coworking spaces and business incubators, entrepreneurs in smaller towns in the region (such as Atbasar
or Makinsk) face a severe shortage of accessible production sites equipped with the necessary utilities.
Research participants also emphasized that the lack of accessible production sites with connected
utilities makes it virtually impossible to launch small manufacturing enterprises (processing plants,
sewing workshops) without significant start-up investment, perpetuating the region’s small business
dependence on raw materials.
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The lack of basic infrastructure in small towns and rural areas of the Akmola region creates an
“infrastructure inequality” effect. While startups in the capital have access to accelerators and ready-
made office solutions, regional entrepreneurs are forced to spend a significant portion of their start-up
capital on basic infrastructure rather than developing their core businesses or social missions. In these
remote, peripheral areas, launching even a small social project (for example, an inclusive bakery or a
rural rehabilitation center) requires prohibitive upfront capital expenditures to address basic logistical
issues, including autonomous heating, water supply systems (septic tanks), and private electrical
substations.

These prohibitive entry barriers create a severe form of “spatial and institutional inequality” in the
regional entrepreneurial ecosystem. While urban startups in neighboring Astana utilize existing digital
accelerators, subsidized coworking spaces, and ready-made utility networks, rural entrepreneurs face
a highly fragmented environment. Consequently, the high cost of market entry effectively suppresses
grassroots social initiatives in their early stages. Instead of reinvesting initial revenues into expanding
social impact or upgrading staff skills, these enterprises are forced to devote their limited resources to
ensuring physical survival. This dynamic alters the structural nature of rural social entrepreneurship: it
ceases to function as a self-sustaining business model capable of simultaneously generating financial
and social value. Instead, it finds itself in a state of structural vulnerability, transforming potential
social enterprises into purely subsidized, grant-dependent structures that cannot survive without
ongoing government or donor funding.

It is important to emphasize that this inequality is exacerbated by the lack of specialized industrial
zones for small businesses in the small towns of the Akmola region. While large industrial parks focus
on large-scale investment projects, social entrepreneurs and microbusinesses remain in a “gray zone”
of infrastructure planning. This forces them to use premises that don’t meet modern energy efficiency
and sanitary standards, which automatically increases operating costs and reduces the competitiveness
of the final product.

Furthermore, an analysis of the “access to credit” barrier reveals that state guarantees from the
Damu Fund cover only a portion of the risks, while second-tier banks continue to demand “hard”
collateral in the form of real estate. The liquidity of such assets in rural areas of the Akmola region
is typically appraised as extremely low. This creates a «collateral deadlock” (or “collateral trap”),
where even a profitable social project fails to secure financing due to geographic location of the
business. This phenomenon is further exacerbated by the fact that the market value of real estate in
villages is significantly lower than the estimated costs of doing business. Second-tier banks apply high
discount rates to rural property, effectively rendering government guarantees ineffective for most rural
entrepreneurs. Alternative credit assessment methods based on an analysis of a project’s cash flow and
social impact, rather than solely on the availability of hard collateral, are needed.

Administrative barriers, subsidies, and grant financing in the Akmola region underscore the need
to enhance the transparency and predictability of government programs. International case studies
demonstrate that integrated support, combining training, mentoring, and infrastructure provision,
substantially improves the effectiveness and sustainability of social enterprises [3, 15].

The problem of “formalism” identified during the study indicates that the current grant funding
system in the region is often focused on budget allocation rather than long-term social impact. To
overcome this tendency, a post-grant support system must be implemented. Integrating financial
literacy and marketing training into the application process would help weed out “random” participants
and improve the viability of projects with a genuine social mission [25].

To fully understand how geography determines business success, it’s necessary to systematize the
differences in barriers. Below is a comparative table highlighting the specific challenges depending on
the business’s location:

Special attention should be paid to differences between urban and rural enterprises. Rural
entrepreneurs tend to be more critical of statistical accuracy, access to credit, and infrastructure
availability, which aligns with international findings on geographic disparities in SME development [1].
These differences highlight the need for regionally tailored programs that account for rural specificities
and the needs of microbusinesses.
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Table 4 — Comparative analysis of barriers to entrepreneurship development in the Akmola region

Barrier Type Observed in urban centers Observed in rural areas Impact on social
(Kokshetau, Stepnogorsk) and small towns entrepreneurship
Infrastructure | Relative access to rental housing, Critical shortage of space, | Limits the launch of
presence of business centers deteriorating networks, inclusive workshops and
lack of coworking spaces | educational centers
Financing Highly liquid collateral, proximity Collateral trap, low real Makes scaling socially
to bank branches estate valuations by significant projects
banks impossible
Personnel Competition with the capital, Acute shortage of Difficulty finding
but availability of a core pool of qualified personnel, talent | specialists in special
specialists drain education and medicine
State support High awareness, access to Damu Information vacuum, leads to a low share of
consultants difficulty collecting rural projects in grant
documents remotely competitions

Note: Compiled by the authors.

The implementation of a post-grant monitoring system will not only ensure the targeted use of
funds but also provide timely mentoring support to projects on the verge of closure. This will transform
government support from a one-time subsidy into a long-term institutional development tool.

The gap in perceptions of barriers between urban and rural areas highlights the need to decentralize
the management of support programs. In the Akmola region, rural entrepreneurs often act as the
sole providers of critical social services (for example, private kindergartens or pharmacies in small
villages). In such cases, the criteria for the effectiveness of state support should shift from purely
economic indicators (tax increases) to social indicators (accessibility of services for the population).

The proposed decentralization would allow local executive bodies (akimats) to more flexibly adjust
the terms of support. For districts immediately bordering the capital (Tselinogradsky, Arshalynsky),
it would be advisable to develop service and logistics hubs, while for remote agricultural districts,
support for primary processing and mobile social services should be a priority.

Concluding, the study’s findings confirm the necessity of a comprehensive approach to the
development of SMEs and social entrepreneurship in the Akmola region, one that integrates financial,
advisory, and infrastructural support while adapting government programs to regional conditions and
to the distinct challenges faced by urban and rural entrepreneurs.

Ultimately, the success of SME development in the Akmola region depends on the transition to a
“smart support” model that considers not only the size of the enterprise but also its geographic location,
social significance, and contribution to the sustainability of the local community. Synchronizing the
efforts of local governments, development funds, and the private sector will create an ecosystem
capable of retaining human capital within the region and effectively countering the “outflow of talent”
to the capital.

This transition requires abandoning “gross” success indicators in favor of qualitative indicators
of sustainability, which in the long term will ensure the Akmola region’s status as a self-sufficient
economic region, rather than simply an agricultural appendage to the capital.

Conclusion

The present study demonstrates that small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), including social
enterprises in the Akmola region, face a complex set of institutional, financial, and infrastructural
barriers that affect the effectiveness and sustainability of their operations. The focus group analysis
identified nine key problem areas: discrepancies between official statistics and actual economic
activity; administrative barriers; limited trust in subsidy programs; insufficient understanding of credit
guarantee mechanisms; difficulties related to grant financing; infrastructural constraints; bureaucratic
obstacles faced by social enterprises; low adaptability to emergency situations; and limited access to
credit.
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The complex nature of the identified problems confirms that the barriers in Akmola Oblast are
not isolated but cumulative. For example, infrastructure shortages in rural areas automatically reduce
the liquidity of collateral, which, in turn, blocks access to credit, despite the existence of government
guarantee programs. This requires regulators to shift from targeted measures to a policy of “package”
solutions, where grants or loans are synchronized with access to basic utilities and production facilities.

Comparison with international practice indicates that most of the identified challenges are also
characteristic of CIS and Eastern European countries; however, regional specificity is evident in
the particularly high bureaucratic burden and the limited availability of infrastructure and financial
instruments for rural and start-up entrepreneurs. International experience confirms that comprehensive
support, combining transparent financial instruments, advisory services, educational programs, and
access to infrastructure, contributes to improving SME performance and resilience, as well as to
scaling social initiatives [3, 15, 17].

The findings allow for several conclusions of practical relevance to the development of SMEs
and social entrepreneurship in the region. First, there is a clear need to improve the institutional
environment by simplifying administrative procedures and enhancing the transparency of government
support programs. Second, improving access to financial instruments and infrastructural resources is
essential, particularly for microenterprises and rural entrepreneurs. Third, greater emphasis should
be placed on information support and financial literacy in order to enable entrepreneurs to effectively
utilize credit guarantees and subsidy schemes.

In addition to the above, the practical significance of the study lies in the need to implement digital
tools for monitoring actual business activity. This would help narrow the gap between statistical data
and the actual state of affairs, ensuring a more targeted allocation of budget funds. For the social
entrepreneurship sector, simplifying the criteria for entering the register is critical, ensuring that
“social enterprise” status is available not only to large projects but also to micro-initiatives solving
local problems in small villages.

Future research should pursue several directions in greater depth. First, a quantitative assessment
of the impact of the identified barriers on SME sustainability and growth, including social enterprises,
using econometric methods and comparative analysis between urban and rural areas, is needed.
Second, further research should examine the effectiveness of various government support instruments,
including grants, subsidies, and credit guarantees, within the context of regional specificities. Third,
the interaction between social enterprises, the private sector, and non-profit organizations warrants
closer examination to assess its influence on social impact and the economic integration of regional
communities.

Another promising area is studying the role of public-private partnerships (PPPs) as a mechanism
for mitigating infrastructure risks for social businesses. Furthermore, an analysis of the social return
on investment (SROI) in the context of the Kazakh economy deserves attention, as this would allow
for an objective assessment of the effectiveness of grant funding not only through financial reports but
also through actual changes in the quality of life in the region.

Overall, the results of this study provide a foundation for the development of practical
recommendations aimed at improving the institutional environment and strengthening support for
social entrepreneurship, while also identifying avenues for future research focused on fostering
sustainable and inclusive entrepreneurship in Kazakhstan.

In summary, it can be argued that the Akmola region possesses significant potential for the
development of social business. However, realizing this potential is impossible without a qualitative
transformation in the interaction between the state and entrepreneurs,from formal administration to
genuine partnership and support at all stages of the business project life cycle.
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INATBIH )KOHE OPTA BU3HEC IIEH 9JIEYMETTIK KOCIHIKEPJIIKTI
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Anjgarna

By 3eprrey Axmoina oONBICBIHIAFBI IIAFbIH JKoHE opTa Kocinkepuik (LLIOK) Cy6’beKT1HelelH MEMJIEKETTIK
KomIay IapanaphiH Kajail KaObULIaHTBIHBIH Tanjayra KoHe OM3HECTIH JaMybIHa, OHBIH IIIIHJE QﬂeyMeTTlK
KQCINKEPJIiK CEKTOPbIHA KeJIepTi KeNTIPETiH )KYHEIiK TOCKAybUIAAP/Ibl aHBIKTAyFa apHaJFaH. 3epTTEY/IiH 9liCHAMAaJIbIK
HETi31 opTypiii OM3HEC HBICAHIAPhI OKIIIEPiHIH KATBICYBIMEH OTKI3UIreH (POKYC-TONTHIK ITiKipTajlacTapFa CyWeHe!,
OyJ1 KocimkepIepaiH CyObeKTUBTI OaFraTapblH TEPEH TYCIHYTE, HETi3Ti MpoOIeMalbIK allMaKTapIbl alKbIHAayFa JKOHE
MEMIICKETTIK KOJIAay KypalaapbIMeH 63apa ic-KUMBLI TOKIpUOeCiH Tanpayra MyMKIHAIK 6epai. JlepexTep TaKbIPBINTHIK
Tanay oMicl apKbUIbl OHJEINII, SKIMIIUIK Kelepriiepii, HecHemiK pecypcrapra KOJDKETIMIUTIKTIH meKTeyniriH
TPaHTTBIK KapKbUIAHIBIPY MACEIENepiH, MH(bpalquLmLIMﬂmK LIEKTEYJIep/l JKOHE OJICyMETTIiK KacmxemeKe
TOH KHBIHJBIKTap/bl KAMTHTBIH TOFBI3 HETi3ri NpoOieMasblK OarblT aHbIKTaAbl. 3eprrey HoTmkenepi LITOK
CyOBEKTLIepiHIH CaHbI JKOHIHJET] PECMU CTaTHCTHKAHBIH OJIap/IbIH HAKTHl 3KOHOMHKAJIBIK TYPAKTBUIBIFBIH OpAaiibIM
Kepcere OepMenTiHIH, al MHCTHTYIHOHA/IBIK KOJ/Iay TeTiKTepiHiH KebOiHe (popMaIB! JKOHE )KETKITIKCI3 KOIKETIMII
peTiHze KaOblUIIaHATBIHBIH KepceTei. Ocipece, QHGYMCTTIK Kschepnep pecMu MopTede aTyIdblH MaHbI3AbUIBIFbIH
JKOFaphbl Oarasaii OTBIPBIIT, OIOPOKPATHSIIBIK PICIMIEP/IH KYPACILTITIH )KOHE KOJIIaHBICTAFbI BHHICMJZ[epL[IH meKTeym
KOJIIaHBUTYbIH aTar oTe . 3epTTeyiH FpUIbIMU KyHIbUTBIFBI LIIOK 1eH aneyMeTTiK KoCimKepIIiKTi AaMbITYbIH OHIPITIK
epeKIICNIKTepIH CanalblK TYPFhIIa TajlayblHIa KepiHedi. AJIBIHFAH HOTIJKeJep OHIPIIK KOCIMKepIiKTI KoJxay
CasiCaThlH JKETUIHIpyTe, MEMJICKETTIK KOJIAy KYpajJapbIHBIH AIIBIKTBHIFBIH, KOJDKETIMIUTITIH KOHE HKEeMIUTITIH
apTTHIPyFa, COHIAW-aK MHUKpPOOW3HEC TEH ayBUIABIK ayMaKTapAblH KaKeTTUTIKTepiHe OeHimmenreH mermiMaepai
d3ipieyre MpakTHKAJIBIK HEeri3 00a axajsl.

Tipek ce3mep: doJIeyMETTIK KOCIKEPIIIK, IIAFBIH KOHE OpTa KOCIIIKEPIIiK, MEMJICKETTIK Koaay, poKyc-TomnTap,
AKMoIa 00JIBICHI, 1aMy KeJepriiepi, OHIpIIiK 1amy, MEMJICKETTIK casicar.
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FOCYJAAPCTBEHHAS NOAJAEP)KKA U BAPBEPBI PA3BUTHUSI MAJIOTO
N CPEJHETO NPEJINPUHUMATEJIBCTBA U COIIUAJBHBIX TPEJANPUSATHNM:
OIIBIT AKMOJIMHCKOM OBJIACTH

AHHOTALUA

Hacrosiee rccneioBanue NOCBAIICHO aHATU3Y BOCIIPUATHS MIPEANPHHUMATEISIMHA MaJIOTO U CPEeHETo Ou3Heca
(MCIIT) AxmMonuHCKOW 00JacTH Mep TOCYAapCTBEHHOW TOIACPIKKH M BBISBICHUIO CUCTEMHBIX 0apbepoB, MpeErsT-
CTBYIOILIMX PAa3BUTHIO OM3HECA, BKIIIOYAS! CEKTOP COLMAIBHOTO NPEPUHUMATEIBLCTBA. METO0IOTHYECKOH OCHOBOM
UCCIIEIOBAHNUS TOCITYXHIH (DOKYC-TPYIITOBBIE TUCKYCCHH C yUacTHEM INpEACTaBUTENCH pa3iudHbIX hopM OHM3Heca,
YTO TTO3BOJIWIIO TTONYYIHTh YIITyOJIeHHOE MOHMMaHNEe CyObEKTHBHBIX OIICHOK NMPEATPUHIMATENEH, ONPENEIUTh KITI0-
YeBbIe MIPOOJIEMHBIE 30HBI 1 OCOOEHHOCTH MX B3aMMOJEHCTBUSI C TOCYJapCTBEHHBIMU HHCTPYMEHTAMHU TTOIJIEPKKH.
AHanu3 JaHHBIX OCYIIECTBIISUICS METOJIOM TEMaTHUECKOTO aHAJN3a, B PE3YJIbTaTe KOTOPOTO OBbLIH BBISBICHBI JICBSAThH
OCHOBHBIX TIPOOJIEMHBIX HAIPaBJICHUH, BKIIIOYask aAMUHUCTPATHBHBIE Oapbephbl, CII0KHOCTH JIOCTYIA K KPEIUTHBIM
pecypcam, OrpaHHYECHUS TPAHTOBOTO (PMHAHCUPOBAHUS, THPPACTPYKTypHBIE IPOOIEMBI U crieln(pHIECKHIE TPYAHOC-
TH COIMAJIBHOTO NPEANPUHIMATENBCTBA. Pe3yIbTaThl MCCIEA0BaHUS MTOKA3hIBAIOT, YTO O(QHUIHAILHbBIEC TOKA3aTENIN
yrciaeHHocTH cyobektoB MCII He Becerma oTpaXkaloT MX pealbHYI0 SKOHOMHYECKYIO YCTOWYHMBOCTH, a CYIIECTBY-
IOIINE MHCTUTYIIMOHAIBHBIC MEXaHU3MbI TTOJICPKKH 4aCTO BOCHPUHUMAIOTCS Kak (hopMasibHbIE, (hparMeHTapHBIC
1 HEIOCTAaTOYHO JOCTYMHBIE, 0OCOOCHHO JII MUKpPOOHM3HECA M CEIbCKUX HpeanpuHuMarenei. ConuanbHble Mpes-
NIPUHUMATEIN, B CBOIO OYe€pe/lb, ITOJUYEPKUBAIOT 3HAYMMOCTh MONYyUYeHUs] O(UIMAIBHOTO CTaTyca, OHOBPEMEHHO
yKa3bIBas Ha N30BITOYHYIO OIOPOKPATHUYECKYIO HATPy3Ky U OTpaHHMUYCHHYIO0 IPUMEHHUMOCTD JICHCTBYIOIINX KPUTEPH-
eB. HayuHast ieHHOCTD paboThI 3aKIII04aeTCsl B KAU€CTBEHHOM, PETHOHAIBHO OPUEHTHPOBAHHOM AHAJIM3E Pa3BUTHUS
MCII u conuanbHOTO MPEANPUHIMATENBCTBA, JOTOIHSIONIEM KOJIUIECTBCHHBIE NCCIIEIOBAaHNS B TAHHOW 00IacTH.
[TpakTHdeckas 3HAYUMOCTh PE3YJIBTATOB COCTOUT B BO3MOXKHOCTH MX HCIIOIB30BAHUS NP COBEPIIEHCTBOBAHUHU Pe-
THOHAJIBHON MOMTUTHKH TOAACPKKHI MPEANPHHUMATEIbCTBA, HOBBIIICHUH IPO3PAYHOCTH U aJJpeCHOCTH Mep Tocyaap-
CTBEHHOM MOAJIEP)KKU M a/IalTAIl[MX MX K MOTPEOHOCTSIM MUKPOIIPEATIPUSTHI U CEITLCKUX TEPPUTOPHH.

KuarwueBsblie ciioBa: COIMAJIbHOC MPCANTPUHUMATCIILCTBO, MaJIblii u CpeI[HI/Iﬁ 61/I3HGC, rocygapCTB€HHas Mmoa-
JACPIKKaA, (bOKyc-rpynr[a, 6apLepLI Ppa3BUTHA, pPETUOHAJIILHOC Pa3BUTUC, TOCYAaPCTBCHHAA MMOJIUTHUKA.
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