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In 2018, Central Asia had a 

population of 72 million—

net increase of 16 million 

from 2000. Its estimated 

that the regional population 

will reach about 95 million 

by 2050.

1/3 population under 15 

years old-median age 27.

Growing 

Population



URBANIZATION

Central Asia is  experiencing 

rapid urbanization for example 

its estimated by 70% of the 

population in Kazakhstan will 

live in urban areas by 2030. 
Source: https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Urbanization-in-CA-

ENG.pdf

Source: https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/urban-and-rural-population-2050
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Economic Growth in Central Asia

Source: http://i.bnet.com/blogs/map-gdp-growth-forecast-imf.jpg



SMEs represent more than 90% of 

total businesses in CA, but their 

contribution to GDP is between 

25% and 41%, except in 

Uzbekistan, which is closer to 

OECD average of around 55%. 

They employ 78% of the workforce 

in Uzbekistan, and only 38% in 

Kazakhstan. 

SMEs are mostly concentrated in 

low-value added sectors, especially 

agriculture and trade. 

Source: https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/development/enhancing-competitiveness-in-

central-asia_9789264288133-en

SME’s in Central Asia 



Source: https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/linked-documents/A-SME-Context-and-Issues.pdf

SME’s Contribution to GDP in Asia 



Central Asia Emerging 

Trends AND COVID 19

• Increasingly young population;

• Migration from rural to urban areas;  

• Strong economic growth;

• Employment reliant on SMEs and the 

public sector;

• COVID-19 hit and shut down most 

SMEs for months.



Research Question: What was the economic impact of COVID-19 on 

SMEs in Central Asia?  

Emerging Trends Present a Need for 

Systems Thinking



Research Methods and Limitations 

• Single case study: 

- The case of COVID-19

and its impacts on SMEs in the country of

Kazakhstan;

- Single case study research

gives an opportunity for researchers to provided

depth to the research results as opposed

to breadth (Ragin, 2000).

• Limited Data for CA

- The microdata on SMEs in Kazakhstan (number of operating SMEs, production level (goods and

services), number of employed people) => compared the first two quarters of 2020 with data for 2019

(first two quarters);

- Authors collected data on SMEs over the last year before the COVID-19 pandemic occurred, to

illustrate how the crisis of 2020 influenced indicators using the Student's t-test;



RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

• There was an increase in the volume of production by SMEs in the first and second

quarters of 2020 by 9% and 3%, respectively, compared to the same period of the

previous year (2019).

• Though in the first quarter of 2020 there was an increase in output by 8.6%, in

comparison with the previous year, in absolute terms (increase from 6 mln in 2019 to 6.5

mln in 2020), it is still less than the growth that took place in 2019 compared to 2018,

which amounted to 24.4% in March 2019.

Table 1. Output of products (goods and services) by SMEs in Kazakhstan, KZT 

Region (Oblast)
January - March

2019 (1 quarter)

January - June

2019 (2 quarters)

January - March

2020 (1 quarter)

January - June 2020 

(2 quarters)

January – March

(2020 versus 2019)

January – June

(2020 versus

2019)

Republic of

Kazakhstan 6 011 298 068 102 12 662 688 246 151 6 528 026 969 547 13 032 536 130 015 9% 3%

Table 2. Production of output by SMEs in Kazakhstan, in percentage

Region (Oblast)
January - March

2019 (1 quarter)

January - June

2019 (2 

quarters)

January - March

2020 (1 quarter)

January - June

2020 (2 

quarters)

January – March

(2020 versus 2019)

January – June

(2020 versus

2019)

Republic of Kazakhstan 124,4 116,4 108,6 102,9 -13% -12%

Source: According to the data from National Statistics Agency of Kazakhstan, and according to the authors' calculations.



RESULTS AND DISCUSSION (cont.)

• A slight increase in labor force in SMEs (increase by about 19 thousand people for the

first two quarters of 2020), but in relative terms of growth (in percentage) there was a

significant decrease: (-10%) growth in the first quarter of 2020, and (-3%) growth in

the second quarter of 2020.

• There was an increase in the number of operating SMEs in 2020 (by about 26 thousand

enterprises). But there was also a decline in relative growth rates (negative percentage

growth): (-8%) for the first two quarters of 2020.

Table 3. Growth rate of the number of employees in SMEs Kazakhstan, in percentage

Region (Oblast)

January -

March 2019 (1 

quarter)

January - June 

2019 (2 quarters)

January - March

2020 (1 quarter)

January -

June 2020 (2 

quarters)

January –

March

(2020 versus

2019)

January – June

(2020 versus

2019)

Republic of Kazakhstan 113,3 103,4 102 100,6 -10% -3%

Table 4. Growth rate of the number of SMEs Kazakhstan, in percentage

Region (Oblast)
January - March

2019 (1 quarter)

January - June

2019 (2 quarters)

January - March

2020 (1 quarter)

January - June 2020 

(2 quarters)

January –

March

(2020 versus

2019)

January –

June

(2020 versus

2019)

Republic of Kazakhstan 110,4 110,3 102,1 101,9 -8% -8%

Source: According to the data from National Statistics Agency of Kazakhstan, and according to the authors' calculations.



CONCLUSION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

• Analysis showed statistical significance, and, due to

similar characteristics of CA countries, this method

could be used for testing other countries in the region to verify its

applicability.

• Factor like the effect of various regulatory interventions of

government, as a policy response to the COVID-19, on the

SMEs performance, were not examined in the current analysis and should be

considered in future research.

It is recommended for other researchers to analyze information on regulatory measures

(lockdowns, closing the borders, etc.) and data on COVID-19 rates (number of confirmed

cases, death rates, etc.), in order to identify how they affect SMEs performance in CA

region, and choose the optimal COVID regime.

Also, it is recommended to focus on the impact of COVID-19 on SMEs performance in

CA region from the industry perspective. In similar studies in China and other countries,

the industry analysis was done.



CONCLUSION AND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS (cont.)

• Allowing SMEs to operate on a daily basis, even for a

limited duration, during the lockdown, would be an

essential support for companies.

• Other measures for optimizing the SMEs work could be:

- flexible staff rotation and payment options;

- temporarily downsize non-essential activities;
- analyze new opportunities which may arise as a result

of the crisis such as online growth opportunities; and

- identify the actions to protect the enterprise's assets

(people, processes, profits, partnerships).

• The current crisis can create market opportunities for

existing and new businesses. SME’s potentially are more

flexible in decision-making, and are close to their

customers, which might be very beneficial for survival

through tough times.
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Central Asia Emerging 

Trends AND COVID 19

• Increasingly young population;

• Migration from rural to urban areas;  

• Strong economic growth;

• Employment reliant on SMEs and the 

public sector;

• COVID-19 hit and shut down most 

SMEs for months.



Research Question: What was the economic impact of COVID-19 on SMEs in 
Central Asia?  

Emerging Trends Present a Need for 

Systems Thinking



Research Methods and Limitations 

• Single case study: 

- The case of COVID-19

and its impacts on SMEs in the country of

Kazakhstan;

- Single case study research

gives an opportunity for researchers to provided

depth to the research results as opposed

to breadth (Ragin, 2000).

• Limited Data for CA

- The microdata on SMEs in Kazakhstan (number of operating SMEs, production level (goods and

services), number of employed people) => compared the first two quarters of 2020 with data for 2019

(first two quarters);

- Authors collected data on SMEs over the last year before the COVID-19 pandemic occurred, to

illustrate how the crisis of 2020 influenced indicators using the Student's t-test;



Results and discussion

• There was an increase in the volume of production by SMEs in the first and second

quarters of 2020 by 9% and 3%, respectively, compared to the same period of the

previous year (2019).

• Though in the first quarter of 2020 there was an increase in output by 8.6%, in

comparison with the previous year, in absolute terms (increase from 6 mln in 2019 to 6.5

mln in 2020), it is still less than the growth that took place in 2019 compared to 2018,

which amounted to 24.4% in March 2019.
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Results and discussion (cont.)
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first two quarters of 2020), but in relative terms of growth (in percentage) there was a
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Conclusion and policy recommendations

• Analysis showed statistical significance, and, due to

similar characteristics of CA countries, this method

could be used for testing other countries in the region to verify its

applicability.

• Factor like the effect of various regulatory interventions of

government, as a policy response to the COVID-19, on the

SMEs performance, were not examined in the current analysis and should be

considered in future research.

It is recommended for other researchers to analyze information on regulatory measures

(lockdowns, closing the borders, etc.) and data on COVID-19 rates (number of confirmed

cases, death rates, etc.), in order to identify how they affect SMEs performance in CA

region, and choose the optimal COVID regime.

Also, it is recommended to focus on the impact of COVID-19 on SMEs performance in

CA region from the industry perspective. In similar studies in China and other countries,

the industry analysis was done.



Conclusion and policy recommendations (cont.)

• Allowing SMEs to operate on a daily basis, even for a limited
duration, during the lockdown, would be an essential support
for companies.

• Other measures for optimizing the SMEs work could be:
- flexible staff rotation and payment options;
- temporarily downsize non-essential activities;
- analyze new opportunities which may arise as a result of the

crisis such as online growth opportunities; and
- identify the actions to protect the enterprise's assets (people,

processes, profits, partnerships).

• The current crisis can create market opportunities for existing
and new businesses. SME’s potentially are more flexible in
decision-making, and are close to their customers, which
might be very beneficial for survival through tough times.
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