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ABSTRACT

In Central Asian countries, women's entrepreneurial activity is
gradually increasing, but its development is accompanied by a number
of institutional, economic and socio-cultural constraints. The purpose
of this study is to assess the level of influence of social, economic and
institutional variables on the level of entrepreneurial activity of women
in Central Asian countries. The empirical database covers data for
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan for 2015-2024,
based on information from the World Bank, reports from the Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor, the Global Gender Gap Index of the World
Economic Forum and national statistical agencies. The results of the
study showed a steady increase in the proportion of women among
entrepreneurs in all the countries under consideration: in Kazakhstan,
the indicator increased from 40.1% in 2015 to 46.5% in 2024, in
Kyrgyzstan — from 37.2% to 43.1%, in Uzbekistan — from 28.7% to
38.2%, in Tajikistan — from 22.5% to 29.3%.. The results of the panel
regression showed a statistically significant positive impact of women's
labor force participation (f = 0.38; p = 0.002), Internet penetration (8
= 0.29; p = 0.005), access to credit (B = 0.34; p = 0.009) and GDP
per capita (B = 0.21; p = 0.017) for the development of women's
entrepreneurship; the explanatory power of the model was R2 = 0.64.
The results show that Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan demonstrate the
highest level of women's involvement in entrepreneurial activity, while
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan maintain a more pronounced gender gap in
entrepreneurial activity. The results of the study can be used in the
development of programs to support small and medium-sized
businesses and gender equality policies in Central Asian countries.
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OpTtanbiKk A3ua enpaepiHae

avengep

KOCinKepniriH

AaMbITYAbIH dJ1IeYMETTIK )XOHE 9KOHOMMUKAJIbIK acnekKTinepi

EctekoBa I'.B.2, )XymakcaHoBa K.M.%*%, Kusum6aesa A.5, LlleH B."

aAnmatbl MeHeKMeHT yHuBepcuTeTi, AnMaTbl, KasakcTaH

6/1.5. FoHYapoB aTbiHAarbl Kazak aBTOMOBMNb-KOM UHCTUTYTbI, AfMaThl, KasakcTaH
BLLl. EceHoB aTblHAaFbl Kacnuii TexHonornanap oHe UHXUHUPUHT YHUBEpCUTETI, AkTay, KasakcTaH

"TasnocMaHnalwa yHusepcuteTi, TokaT, Typkus

TYUIH

OpTanblk A3usa enpepiHae senaepaiH Kacinkepnik 6enceHainiri 6iptiHaen
apTbin Kenepi, analga OHbIH AaMybl bipkaTap WHCTUTYyUMOHanNAbIK,
SKOHOMMKASbIK YXXOHE SNeyMEeTTIK-MOJEHU LIEKTeYyNepMeH KaTap XypyAae.
Ocbl 3epTTeyaiH MakcaTbl OpTanblk A3us  enaepiHaeri anenaepain,
Kacinkepnik 6enceHainiri AeHreniHe a/1eyMeTTiK, SKOHOMUKANbIK JXaHE
WHCTUTYLUMOHANABIK alHbIManbiiapabliH biKkNan eTy AeHreiiH 6aranay
6onbin  Tabbnagbl. IMnupukanblk 6a3a  KasakctaH, KblIpFbi3CTaH,
©36ekcTaH xaHe TaxikcTaH 6ombiHwa 2015-2024 xbinaapabl KaMTUTBIH
nepekTepai 6ipikTipeni, onap AyHuexy3inik 6aHKTiH aknapaTbl, Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor ecentepi, AyHWEXY3iNiK 3KOHOMUKAbIK,
¢dopyMHbIH Global Gender Gap Index KepceTKiWTepi >oHe YITTbIK
CTATUCTUKANbIK areHTTIKTepAiH AepeKTepi HerisiHae KanbinTacTbipbliFaH.
3epTTey HoTMXenepi KapacTblpbliFaH 6apnblk engepae avenaep
apacblHaFbl  KocCinkepnep  YNecCiHiH  TypakTbl ©CKEeHiH KepceTTi:
Ka3zakcraHaa 6yn kepcetkiw 2015 xbinfbl 40,1%-aaH 2024 xbinbl 46,5%-
Fa AeniH, KpiprbiactaHaa — 37,2%-aaH 43,1%-Fa aeiiiH, ©36ekctaHaa —
28,7%-naH 38,2%-ra faeiH, TaxikctaHaa — 22,5%-aaH 29,3%-Fa aeniH
ecTi. MMaHenbAdik perpeccus HaTwKenepi avenaepaiH >XyMbIC KylliHe
KaTblCy AeHremiHiH (B = 0.38; p = 0.002), MHTEPHETTIH TapanyblHbiH (B =
0.29; p = 0.005), kpeautTepre komkeTiMainikTiH (B = 0.34; p = 0.009)
)KoHe aH 6acblHa LakkaHaarbl XIO-HiH (B = 0.21; p = 0.017) sienaep
KOCiNKepniriHiH, AaMyblHa CTaTUCTUKANbIK TYPFblAAH MoHAI OH dcep
eTeTiHiH KepceTTi; MoaenbAiH TyciHAipy kabineti R2 = 0.64 Kypagabl.
AnblHFaH HaTwkenep KasakcTaH MeH KplpFblacTaHaa —aviengaepaid
KoCIiNKep/nik KbI3METKE TapTbisly AEHreli HEFYP/IbIM XXOFapbl EKeHiH, an
©36ekcTaH MeH ToxikCTaHAa Kacimkepnik 6enceHainikTeri reHgepnik
aNWaKTbIKTbIH  aliKbiHbIPAK ~ CakKTanaTblHbIH  KepceTedi.  3epTrey
HaTWxenepi OpTanblk A3us enaepiHae LWaFbliH XaHe opTa busHecTi kongay
6aFpapnamanapbiH XaHE reHAeprik TeHAK cascaTbiH a3ipey KesiHae
naiaanaHblnybl MyMKiH.
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CoumnanbHblie U 3SKOHOMUUYECKUE AeTePMMUHAHTbl Pa3BUTUSA
YKEHCKOro npeanpuHMMaTeNbCTBa B cTpaHax LleHTpasibHOM

A3umn

EctekoBa I'.B.2, )XyMmakcaHoBa K.M.%*%, Kusaum6aesa A.5, LlleH B."

a8AnmaTbl MeHeKMEHT yHuBepcuTeT, AnMaThl, KasaxcraH

6Kazaxckuit aBTOMOBULHO-A0POXKHbINA MHCTUTYT UM. J1.6. ToHuYapoBa, AnMaTbl, KasaxcraH
BKacnuiickmnit yHUBEPCUTET TEXHONOT WA U MHXMHUPUHTa M. LL. EceHoBa, AkTay, KasaxcraH

"YHuBepcuteT TokaT [a3nocMaHnawa, Tokat, Typums

AHHOTALUMA

B crTpaHax LleHTpanbHOW A3uuM npeanpyvHMMaTeNnbckasl aKTUBHOCTb
XKEHLUMH NOCTEMNEHHO BO3PACTaeT, OAHAKO €é pa3BuUTUE COMPOBOXAAETCS
pAAOM  MHCTUTYLIMOHAMbHBIX, 3KOHOMUYECKMX W COLMOKYbTYPHbIX
OorpaHuyeHuni. Llenblo HacTosAWero McCnefoBaHusl SBNSETCS OLeHKa
YPOBHSI BMUSHUA COUMANIbHBLIX, SKOHOMWUYECKUX WU WHCTUTYLMOHANbHbIX
MepeMeHHbIX Ha YPOBEHb NMPeanpUHUMATENbCKON aKTUBHOCTU YKEHLUMHB
cTpaHax LleHTpanbHo Asnn. SMnnpuyeckasi 6a3a oxBaTblBaeT AaHHbIE MO
KaszaxcraHy, Kblprbi3cTaHy, Y36ekucrany n TagxukuctaHy 3a 2015-2024
rr., cchopMMpoBaHHble Ha OCHOBe WHdopMauum BcemupHoro 6aHka,
otyeToB Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, Global Gender Gap Index
BceMMpHOro 3KOHOMUYECKOro opyMa U HauMOHaNbHbIX CTaTUCTUHECKUX
areHTCTB. Pe3ynbTaThl MCCNefoBaHMsl MOKa3aan YCTOMUMBLIN POCT AOMU
XKEHLUMH cpeay npeanpuHMMaTenei BO BCEX pacCMaTPMBAEMbIX CTpaHax:
B KasaxcraHe nokasatenb yBenuunncs ¢ 40,1% B 2015 r. go 46,5% B
2024 r., B KbiprbiactaHe — ¢ 37,2% po 43,1%, B Y36ekucraHe — ¢ 28,7%
fo 38,2%, B TapxukucraHe — ¢ 22,5% po 29,3%. PesynbtaThl
naHenbHoM perpeccun nokasanu CTaTUCTUYECKU 3HauMMoe
MONOXUTENBHOE BUSIHWE YPOBHS Y4acTusi XXeHLWMH B paboueit cune (B =
0.38; p = 0.002), npoHukHoBeHUs UHTepHeTa (B = 0.29; p = 0.005),
goctyna k kpeagutam (B = 0.34; p = 0.009) u BBI Ha aywy HaceneHus (B
= 0.21; p = 0.017) Ha pa3BUTME >XEHCKOro MpearnpuHMMaTENbCTBa;
0b6bsACHSIOWAs CNocobHOCTb Moaenu coctaBuia R2 = 0.64. MonyyeHHble
pe3ynbTaThl NOKa3bIBaloT, YTO KasaxcraH u Kbiprbl3CTaH AEMOHCTPUPYIOT
Hanbonee  BbICOKM  YpOBEHb  BOBJIEYEHHOCTM  IKEHLUMH B
npeanpuUHUMaTENbCKYI0 AeATeNbHOCTb, TOrAa Kak B Y36ekucTaHe w
TamKUKNCTaHe coxpaHsieTcsl bonee BbiPaXKEHHbIN FeHAEPHLIN paspbiB B
npeanpyHUMaTENIbCKON aKTUBHOCTU. Pe3ynbTaTbl MCCiedoBaHWUs MoryT
6bITb MCNONBL30BaHbI MpU paspaboTke NporpamMMm MOAAEPXKKU Manoro u
cpegHero 6u3Heca W MOMUTUKW FEHAEPHOrO paBeHCTBA B CTpaHax
LieHTpanbHoM A3un.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, women's entrepreneurship has become one of the key factors for
sustainable economic development, social inclusion and the formation of innovative
entrepreneurial ecosystems. International research shows that women's economic
empowerment contributes to increased employment, economic diversification, and growth in
gross domestic product. According to World Bank estimates, reducing the gender gap in
entrepreneurial activity can significantly increase the economic potential of developing
countries and accelerate structural economic transformation (World Bank, 2023).

In Central Asian countries, the development of women's entrepreneurship is becoming
particularly relevant in the context of economic modernization, institutional reforms and the
expansion of the digital economy. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the States of the region
faced large-scale economic and social transformations, accompanied by the transition to a
market economy, the formation of a private sector and the development of entrepreneurial
activity. Under these conditions, entrepreneurship has become one of the most important
mechanisms for the population's adaptation to new economic realities and a source of job
creation.

Women play a significant role in the region's entrepreneurial activity. In recent years,
Central Asian countries have seen a steady increase in the number of enterprises headed by
women, which is associated with higher levels of women's education, the development of
financial institutions, the expansion of digital infrastructure, and the implementation of
government programs to support entrepreneurship. According to international organisations,
the share of women among entrepreneurs in the region averages about one-third, but significant
differences remain across Central Asian countries in both women's involvement in
entrepreneurship and business conditions (OECD, 2022; World Bank, 2024).

Despite the positive dynamics, the development of women's entrepreneurship in Central
Asian countries is constrained by several institutional, economic, and socio-cultural factors. The
most significant barriers include women's limited access to financial resources, lack of
entrepreneurial skills, and the influence of traditional gender norms that limit women's
economic activity. In many countries in the region, women's entrepreneurial activity is still
perceived as secondary to family responsibilities, which may reduce opportunities to scale
businesses and enter more capital-intensive markets (Sattar, 2019; Asian Development Bank,
2022).

An additional factor influencing the development of women's entrepreneurship is the
heterogeneity of the institutional environment in the countries of the region. Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan are characterised by a more developed support system for small and medium-sized
businesses and a relatively high level of digitalisation of the economy. At the same time, in
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, women's entrepreneurial activity is more limited by institutional and
financial barriers, including limited access to credit resources and less developed
entrepreneurial infrastructure (UN Women, 2022; World Economic Forum, 2023).

In recent years, digital technologies have begun to play a significant role in the
development of women's entrepreneurship. The expansion of Internet access, the development
of e-commerce and digital financial instruments create new opportunities for women
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entrepreneurs, allowing them to overcome geographical and institutional constraints. Digital
platforms, social networks, and mobile payment systems are becoming important tools for small
business development, especially in countries with limited entrepreneurial infrastructure
(UNDP, 2022).

Despite growing interest among researchers in women's entrepreneurship, Central Asia
remains a relatively underexplored region in international scientific literature. Most existing
research focuses on individual countries, primarily Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, while a
comparative analysis of women's entrepreneurial activity across the region remains
underdeveloped. In addition, relatively few studies in the scientific literature use quantitative
methods to assess the impact of economic and institutional factors on the development of
women's entrepreneurship in Central Asia. In this regard, the purpose of this study is to analyse
the current state of women's entrepreneurship in Central Asian countries, identify key barriers
and factors of its development, and assess the impact of economic and institutional variables on
women's entrepreneurial activity.

2. Literature review

The study of women's entrepreneurship as a distinct field of research has expanded rapidly
since the late twentieth century and has generated a substantial theoretical foundation. Scholars
analyse this phenomenon through a variety of theoretical perspectives, each contributing to a
deeper understanding of the specific factors shaping women’s entrepreneurial activity.
Institutional theory, developed by North, considers both formal and informal institutions as key
determinants of the economic behaviour of individuals and organisations (North, 1990). In the
context of women's entrepreneurship, this approach is particularly important, since it is the
institutional environment - legislative norms, cultural traditions, and social attitudes - that largely
determines the opportunities and limitations for women in business. Welter and Smallbone
developed this approach in relation to entrepreneurship in transition economies, showing that
institutional "voids" and imperfections of formal institutions create both barriers and specific
opportunities for entrepreneurs (Welter & Smallbone, 2011).

Ajzen's theory of planned behavior explains the formation of entrepreneurial intentions
through three components: attitudes towards entrepreneurial behavior, subjective norms, and
perceived behavioral control (Ajzen, 1991). Regarding women's entrepreneurship in developing
countries and countries with economies in transition, this theory helps explain why, even when
formal business opportunities exist, women are much less likely to be entrepreneurial. Empirical
research by lakovleva and colleagues shows that subjective norms exert a significantly stronger
influence on women's entrepreneurial intentions in post-Soviet countries than in Western
European economies (Iakovleva et al., 2013). These findings suggest that socio-cultural factors play
a crucial role in shaping women's entrepreneurial aspirations in Central Asia.

The resource theory of entrepreneurship focuses on access to key resources - financial,
human, social, and informational - as the basis for successful entrepreneurial activity (Alvarez &
Busenitz, 2001). Brush and colleagues proposed a gender-oriented framework model of women's
entrepreneurship, supplementing the classic “3M” (market, money, management) model with two
additional elements, such as “motherhood” and “meso or macro environment” (Brush et al., 2009).
This “5M” model reflects the specific factors influencing women's entrepreneurial activity and
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emphasises that women's entrepreneurship cannot be adequately explained by theories developed
primarily because of men's experience.

Feminist economic theory adds an additional dimension to the analysis of women's
entrepreneurship by considering gender relations as a structural factor of economic inequality
(Ahl, 2006). Al conducted a critical analysis of the discourse in women's entrepreneurship research
and showed that many studies reproduce gender stereotypes, presenting women entrepreneurs as
a “deviation from the norm”, where male entrepreneurship is the norm. This conclusion has
important methodological significance for research in Central Asia, where gender stereotypes are
particularly persistent.

Central Asia represents a unique context for the study of women's entrepreneurship, shaped
by the interaction of several cultural and institutional layers, including pre-colonial Islamic
heritage, Soviet modernization and post-Soviet transformation. Kandiyoti introduced the concept
of the “Soviet gender paradox”, which describes a situation in which formal gender equality during
the Soviet period coexisted with the persistence of patriarchal structures at the family and
community levels (Kandiyoti, 2007). According to Kandiyoti, Soviet modernisation did not
eliminate traditional gender hierarchies but rather transformed them, allowing these structures to
re-emerge in new forms after the collapse of the USSR. This historical legacy is crucial for
understanding the current dynamics of women'’s entrepreneurship in the region.

Welter and colleagues conducted a large-scale study of entrepreneurial activity in post-Soviet
countries, including Central Asian states, and found that the Soviet legacy has a dual impact on
women's entrepreneurship (Welter et al., 2017). On the one hand, the high level of education and
professional qualifications of women inherited from the Soviet system creates significant human
capital. On the other hand, the lack of entrepreneurial traditions, paternalistic expectations from
the state and the revival of traditional gender roles form serious barriers.

Aidis, Welter, Smallbone, and Isakova (2007) study women's entrepreneurship in post-Soviet
countries using Lithuania and Ukraine as examples, found that women entrepreneurs in transition
economies face double discrimination: as representatives of small businesses in general and as
women in particular (Aidis et al., 2007). The authors have shown that corruption, bureaucratic
barriers, and distrust on the part of financial institutions affect women entrepreneurs to a much
greater extent than they affect men. Although this study was conducted in Eastern Europe, its
findings are relevant to the Central Asian context, where the institutional conditions are largely
similar.

In her research for the World Bank, Sattar analyzed opportunities for men and women in
Europe and Central Asia and concluded that the gender gap in entrepreneurial activity in the region
is due not so much to differences in human capital as to unequal access to financial resources and
business-related social networks (Sattar, 2019). The author notes that in Central Asia, this problem
is aggravated by the traditional gender-based division of social networks, in which business
contacts and connections are concentrated in male communities.

Yessengeldin and colleagues conducted one of the few studies directly devoted to women's
entrepreneurship in Kazakhstan and found that, despite a relatively favorable institutional
environment and an active government support policy, women entrepreneurs in Kazakhstan
continue to face significant challenges (Yessengeldin et al., 2020). The authors found that the key
barriers are limited access to finance, insufficient entrepreneurial skills, and persistent gender
stereotypes in the business environment. At the same time, the study showed that Kazakhstan has
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the highest rates of women's entrepreneurial activity among Central Asian countries, which is
associated with a more developed institutional infrastructure to support entrepreneurship.

Limited access to finance is recognized by most researchers as a key barrier to women's
entrepreneurship worldwide, and the countries of Central Asia are no exception. Brush and
colleagues, in their large-scale study of entrepreneurial ecosystems through a gender lens, have
shown that financial institutions systematically underestimate women's business projects, which
manifests itself in higher interest rates, stricter collateral requirements, and more frequent loan
refusals (Brush et al,, 2018). The authors found that this problem is structural in nature and cannot
be solved solely by creating specialized credit programs for women.

In its report on women's entrepreneurship in Central Asia, the Asian Development Bank
provided a detailed analysis of financial barriers in each country in the region (Asian Development
Bank, 2022). According to the report, only 18% of women entrepreneurs in Tajikistan have access
to formal bank loans, compared with 34% of men. In Uzbekistan, the gender gap in access to credit
is somewhat smaller, but it remains significant. The authors of the report attribute this situation
not only to discriminatory practices by financial institutions but also to institutional factors: in
many cases, women do not have independent access to collateral registered in their husbands' or
male relatives' names.

The World Bank has repeatedly noted in its analytical reports that the financial gap between
men and women in entrepreneurship in Central Asia is driven by both demand and supply factors
(World Bank, 2023). On the one hand, women are less likely to apply for loans due to insecurity,
lack of financial literacy and fear of debt obligations. On the other hand, the banking system is
insufficiently adapted to the needs of women entrepreneurs, offering standard credit products that
do not take into account the specifics of women's businesses, which are often characterized by a
smaller scale, slower growth and a focus on the service sector.

Terjesen and Amords, studying women's entrepreneurship in developing countries, found that
financial barriers are particularly significant during the transition from microbusiness to small and
from small to medium-sized businesses, the so-called “missing middle problem” (Terjesen &
Amords, 2010). The authors note that, in developing countries, including the Central Asian states,
this transition is critical for scaling up women's businesses, and it is at this stage that the gender
gap is most acute.

Despite the growing body of research on women's entrepreneurship in transition economies,
empirical evidence from Central Asia remains limited and fragmented. Existing studies primarily
focus on institutional barriers or financial constraints, while comprehensive analyses that integrate
institutional, socio-cultural, and financial factors in the context of Kazakhstan and the wider Central
Asian region remain scarce. Therefore, this study aims to address this gap by examining the key
determinants of women's entrepreneurship in Central Asia using an integrated analytical
framework.

3. Materials and methods

The present study adopts a comprehensive interdisciplinary approach that combines
comparative analysis, statistical methods, and econometric modelling. This approach enables the
identification of both quantitative and qualitative patterns in the development of women'’s
entrepreneurship in Central Asian countries. The study includes four countries of Central Asia:
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. The analysis covers the period 2015-2024,
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which makes it possible to examine the dynamics of women’s entrepreneurship development in
the context of economic transformation and digitalization processes in the region. The dataset
consists of 40 observations (4 countries for 10 years).

The empirical basis of the research includes statistical data obtained from international and
national sources. The main sources of information are the World Bank database (World
Development Indicators), Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) reports, the Global Gender Gap
Index of the World Economic Forum, and statistical data from national statistical agencies of Central
Asian countries.

For the empirical analysis, indicators reflecting the institutional, economic and technological
conditions of entrepreneurial development were selected. The key variables include the share of
women among entrepreneurs, women’s participation in the labor force, internet penetration,
access to credit resources and GDP per capita.

To quantify the influence of key socio-economic factors on women's entrepreneurial activity,
a panel econometric model was estimated. The model allows analysing both cross-country
differences and temporal dynamics in the development of women's entrepreneurship. The model
specification is presented by formula (1):

FemaleEnt;; = o + B, Labor;; + B, Internet;, + B5 Credit;, + B,GDP;; + ¢&;; (D

where:
FemaleEnti: - share of women among entrepreneurs in country i in year ¢;
Labori: - women's participation rate;
Interneti: - internet penetration rate;
Creditit - access to credit;
GDPit - GDP per capita;
i - country index;
t - time period (year).

The proposed model evaluates how structural socio-economic factors influence the
development of women's entrepreneurship. Female labour force participation reflects the
availability of human capital and the general involvement of women in economic activity. Internet
penetration is included to capture the role of digital infrastructure in expanding economic
opportunities and facilitating access to information and markets. Access to credit reflects the
financial conditions under which women entrepreneurs operate. Financial constraints are widely
recognised in the literature as one of the key barriers to women's entrepreneurship. GDP per capita
is used as a control variable that reflects the general level of economic development and the
institutional capacity of the economy.

The model was estimated using the fixed effects estimator. This approach allows controlling
for country-specific characteristics that may influence women's entrepreneurship but are not
directly observable, such as cultural norms, institutional frameworks and historical factors.
However, the study has several limitations related to the availability and comparability of statistical
data across Central Asian countries, especially regarding informal entrepreneurship, which
remains widespread in the region.
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The proposed model evaluates how structural socio-economic factors influence the
development of women's entrepreneurship. Female labour force participation reflects the
availability of human capital and the general involvement of women in economic activity. Internet
penetration is included to capture the role of digital infrastructure in expanding economic
opportunities and facilitating access to information and markets. Access to credit reflects the
financial conditions under which women entrepreneurs operate. Financial constraints are widely
recognised in the literature as one of the key barriers to women's entrepreneurship. GDP per capita
is used as a control variable that reflects the general level of economic development and the
institutional capacity of the economy.

The model was estimated using the fixed effects estimator. This approach allows controlling
for country-specific characteristics that may influence women's entrepreneurship but are not
directly observable, such as cultural norms, institutional frameworks and historical factors.
However, the study has several limitations related to the availability and comparability of statistical
data across Central Asian countries, especially regarding informal entrepreneurship, which
remains widespread in the region.

4. Results

Women's entrepreneurship in Central Asia is expanding, yet this growth remains uneven
across countries and sectors. Cross-country variation is shaped by the interaction of financial
access, institutional support, and socio-cultural conditions. Kazakhstan demonstrates the most
favorable overall profile, while Tajikistan remains the most constrained case. Because comparable
time-series and sectoral data are not available for all five countries, the dynamic, sectoral, and
barrier analyses below focus on Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan.

Key indicators of women's entrepreneurial activity-including the share of women among sole
proprietors and SME managers, access to credit, and the Gender Gap Index-are presented in Table
1.

Table 1. Indicators of women's entrepreneurship in Central Asian countries.

Indicator Kazakhstan Uzbekistan Kyrgyzstan Tajikistan Turkmenistan
Percentage of women among 42 32 38 25 31

sole proprietors, %

Percentage of female SME 29 18 24 12 17
managers, %

Access to credit (index, 0-100) 65 45 52 35 40
Gender Gap Index (WEF) 0.710 0.691 0.697 0,.653 0.688

Note: compiled by the authors based on data from the World Bank (2023), WEF (2023).

The data reveal substantial regional heterogeneity. Kazakhstan combines the highest levels of
women's representation with the strongest credit access, suggesting that business activity is most
developed where institutional and financial conditions are most supportive. Kyrgyzstan shows
relatively strong participation, but weaker credit access, which limits expansion opportunities.
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan lag on most indicators, reflecting not only economic factors but also
institutional and social constraints (OECD, 2022; Asian Development Bank, 2021). Overall, the scale
of women's entrepreneurship depends less on demographic participation alone than on the
broader quality of the business environment.

The proportion of women among entrepreneurs over the past decade is presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. Proportion of women among entrepreneurs in Central Asian countries for 2015-2024, in percentage.

Country 2015 2017 2019 2021 2024
Kazakhstan 40.1 415 428 443 465
Kyrgyzstan 37.2 38.4 39.6 412 431
Uzbekistan 28.7 30.1 32.4 35.7 38.2
Tajikistan 22.5 23.8 25.9 27.4 29.3

Note: compiled by the authors.

A stable upward trend is evident across all four countries, confirming that women's

entrepreneurship is a regional pattern. However, trajectories differ in scale and speed. Kazakhstan
maintained the highest level throughout, reflecting cumulative institutional advantages (Bureau of
National Statistics of Kazakhstan, 2024). Uzbekistan recorded the fastest relative increase (from
28.7% to 38.2%), indicating a catch-up dynamic driven by recent reforms (OECD, 2022).
Kyrgyzstan demonstrated steady but moderate growth, supported by the development of the
microfinance system (Asian Development Bank, 2021). Tajikistan's low starting point and slower
pace mean the gap with regional leaders remains substantial, constrained by institutional and
socio-cultural factors (UN Women, 2022). Progress is evident, but convergence is incomplete.

Growth concentrated in low-value-added sectors has limited developmental effects. The
sectoral distribution of women-led enterprises is presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Industry structure of enterprises headed by women, in percentage.

Branch Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Uzbekistan Tajikistan
Trading 35 41 38 42
Services 32 29 27 24
Education and social services 12 10 11 9
Agricultural industry 9 13 16 18
Production 7 5 6 4

IT and innovation 5 2 2 1

Note: compiled by the authors.

Women-led businesses concentrate primarily in trade and services across all countries. This
pattern helps explain the observed growth, as these sectors have lower entry barriers and capital
requirements (Brush et al, 2009; Minniti & Naudé, 2010). However, it also reveals a structural
limitation: expansion in numbers does not automatically imply diversification or higher
productivity.

Kazakhstan has the most diversified profile, with stronger participation in services and a
slightly higher presence in IT (Bureau of National Statistics, 2024). Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan
remain more concentrated in trade, while Uzbekistan and Tajikistan show larger agricultural
components. Manufacturing and innovation remain marginal across the region, consistent with
patterns observed in other developing economies (Asian Development Bank, 2021; World Bank,
2023). The central regional challenge is therefore not only to increase participation but also to shift
women's entrepreneurship toward more productive sectors.

Limited access to finance emerges as the most persistent constraint across the region. Female
entrepreneurs face greater difficulties obtaining bank loans due to a lack of collateral, limited
financial information, and higher risk assessments by financial institutions (World Bank, 2023; IFC,
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2021). The effects are especially strong in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, where financial barriers
overlap with weaker market access and stronger socio-cultural restrictions.
The comparative assessment of constraints is presented in Table 4.

Table 4. Main barriers to women's entrepreneurship in Central Asia.

Barrier Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Uzbekistan Tajikistan
Limited access to financing high high Very high very high
Social and cultural norms medium high high very high
Lack of entrepreneurial skills medium high high high
Limited access to markets medium medium high high
Limited access to digital technologies low medium high high

Note: compiled by the authors.

Limited access to finance emerges as the most persistent constraint across the region. Female
entrepreneurs face greater difficulties obtaining bank loans due to a lack of collateral, limited
financial information, and higher risk assessments by financial institutions (World Bank, 2023; IFC,
2021). The effects are especially strong in Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, where financial barriers
overlap with weaker market access and stronger socio-cultural restrictions.

This interaction is analytically significant: no single barrier fully explains low participation,
but the cumulative effect of multiple constraints does. In Kyrgyzstan, financing and skills gaps
restrict scaling despite relatively widespread business activity (Asian Development Bank, 2021). In
Tajikistan, the simultaneous presence of financial, digital, and social barriers explains slower
progress (Kandiyoti, 2007; Neumann, 2020). Kazakhstan stands out not because constraints are
absent, but because they are less severe and less mutually reinforcing. Digital inequality also has a
notable impact: access to digital infrastructure remains limited in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan,
especially in rural areas (ITU, 2023; UNDP, 2022). Women's entrepreneurship is thus shaped by a
barrier system rather than isolated obstacles.

The main enabling factors are summarised in Table 5.

Table 5. Key drivers of women's entrepreneurship development in Central Asian countries.

Factor Kazakhstan Kyrgyzstan Uzbekistan Tajikistan
Government programs +++ ++ + +
Digital infrastructure +++ ++ ++ +
Access to finance ++ + ++ +
Socio-cultural environment ++ + ++ +
International support +++ ++ 4+ ++

+++ strong influence; ++ moderate influence; + weak influence.

Note: compiled by the authors.

The comparative assessment presented in Table 5 demonstrates noticeable differences in the
key drivers of women's entrepreneurship development across Central Asian countries. Kazakhstan
shows the strongest institutional and infrastructural support, particularly in terms of government
programs and digital infrastructure development. This reflects the relatively advanced institutional
environment and active state policies aimed at supporting entrepreneurship and digital
transformation. In contrast, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan demonstrate a more limited level of
institutional and financial support, which may constrain the expansion of women's entrepreneurial
activity. The lower levels of access to finance and weaker socio-cultural support structures indicate
the persistence of structural barriers affecting women entrepreneurs in these countries.
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Uzbekistan occupies an intermediate position, where several key drivers, including international
development support and access to financial resources, demonstrate a relatively higher level of
influence.

Uzbekistan's improving trajectory appears linked to strengthened state support, including the
Women's Entrepreneurship Support Fund established in 2019, as well as substantial international
involvement (OECD, 2022). Kyrgyzstan relies more heavily on microfinance and external programs,
which promote entry but do not fully remove structural constraints (Asian Development Bank,
2021). International organizations, including the Asian Development Bank, EBRD, UNDP, and
USAID, contribute through programs aimed at expanding financial inclusion and developing
entrepreneurial competencies (EBRD, 2023). Tajikistan has the weakest driver configuration,
corresponding to its lower indicators. Country differences are best understood as the balance
between enabling and constraining conditions.

To assess the relative importance of these factors, a panel regression was estimated for 2015-
2024 with the proportion of women among entrepreneurs as the dependent variable (Table 6).

Table 6. Panel regression results for the determinants of women's entrepreneurship.

Variable B Std. Error p-value
Women's participation in the workforce 0.38 0.11 0.002
Internet penetration 0.29 0.09 0.005
Access to loans 0.34 0.12 0.009
GDP per capita 0.21 0.08 0.017
The constant 4.62 1.31 0.001
Statistic Value

R*=0.64

Note: compiled by the authors.

All coefficients are positive and statistically significant. Women's labour force participation
shows the strongest effect, indicating that entrepreneurship is most prevalent where women are
already economically integrated, consistent with findings that employment forms the basis for
entrepreneurial initiatives (Minniti & Naudé, 2010; lakovleva et al.,, 2013). Access to credit also has
a large coefficient, supporting the conclusion that finance is a central enabling factor (World Bank,
2023; Asian Development Bank, 2021).

Internet penetration is likewise significant: a 10% increase in Internet access is associated
with approximately 2.9 percentage points higher female entrepreneurship, confirming the role of
digital platforms in reducing entry barriers (Dy et al., 2017; ITU, 2023). GDP per capita has the
smallest coefficient, implying that general economic development matters but is less decisive than
targeted improvements in inclusion, finance, and digital access.

With R? = 0.64, the model explains a substantial share of cross-country variation, reinforcing
the interpretation that uneven development is structurally grounded rather than incidental. The
spatial distribution of women's entrepreneurship in Central Asian countries is shown in Figure 1.

The comparative analysis reveals a clear regional pattern. Kazakhstan has the most favorable
environment, combining strong state support, wider financial access, and advanced digital
infrastructure (Bureau of National Statistics of Kazakhstan, 2024; UNDP, 2022). Kyrgyzstan
occupies an intermediate position: participation is relatively high, but structural constraints limit
business upgrading (Asian Development Bank, 2021; OECD, 2022).
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Figure 1. Share of women among entrepreneurs in Central Asian countries, in percentage.

Uzbekistan demonstrates the most visible catch-up trend, reflecting recent reforms and
expanding support mechanisms (OECD, 2022). Tajikistan remains the least favorable case due to
combined financial exclusion, limited digital access, and stronger socio-cultural restrictions
(Neumann, 2020; Kandiyoti, 2007).

Higher levels of entrepreneurship correspond to countries with stronger financial inclusion,
digital connectivity, and institutional support; lower levels are associated with the simultaneous
presence of multiple barriers. The key regional divide lies not only in how many women enter
business, but in whether conditions allow them to move beyond low-entry, low-value-added
activities toward more sustainable and scalable entrepreneurship (Brush et al., 2009; Welter &
Smallbone, 2011).

5. Discussion

The results of the study confirm that the development of women's entrepreneurship in Central
Asian countries is influenced by a complex of institutional, economic and socio-cultural factors. A
comparison of statistical data, the sectoral structure of entrepreneurial activity and the results of
econometric analysis allows us to draw several important conclusions about the nature and
dynamics of women's entrepreneurship in the region.

First, the results confirm the conclusions of international studies that women's participation
in entrepreneurship is closely related to the institutional environment and access to economic
resources. According to D. North's institutional theory, entrepreneurial activity is determined by a
system of formal and informal institutions, including the legal system, the state's economic policy,
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and social norms (North, 1990). In Central Asia, these institutions are unevenly developed, which
explains differences in women's entrepreneurship development across the region.

Thus, Kazakhstan demonstrates the most favorable institutional environment for the
development of women's business due to a combination of government support for
entrepreneurship, a developed financial infrastructure and a high level of digitalization of the
economy. This is consistent with the results of studies by the World Bank and the Asian
Development Bank, which emphasize the key role of institutional reforms and programs to support
small and medium-sized businesses in stimulating women's entrepreneurial activity (World Bank,
2023; Asian Development Bank, 2021).

Secondly, the results of the analysis show that the structure of women's entrepreneurship in
Central Asian countries is characterized by a pronounced sectoral concentration. Most enterprises
headed by women operate in the trade and services sectors, while women's participation in high-
tech and capital-intensive sectors remains limited. This trend aligns with findings from gender-
based entrepreneurship studies, which indicate that women are more likely to choose industries
with lower entry barriers and lower start-up capital requirements (Brush et al., 2009).

From a resource-based approach to entrepreneurship (resource-based theory), this structure
may be explained by women's limited access to key resources, including financial capital,
entrepreneurial networks, and managerial experience (Alvarez & Busenitz, 2001). In conditions of
limited resources, women entrepreneurs are more likely to choose activities that do not require
significant initial investments.

Thirdly, an econometric analysis has shown that one of the most significant factors in the
development of women's entrepreneurship is women's economic activity. The high statistical
significance of this indicator confirms the hypothesis that entrepreneurship is often a continuation
of women's economic activity in the labor market. This conclusion is consistent with results from
global entrepreneurship monitoring studies, which indicate that the growth in women's
employment contributes to the formation of entrepreneurial intentions and increases the number
of new enterprises (GEM, 2023).

The level of digitalization of the economy also has a significant impact on the development of
women's entrepreneurship. Increased access to the Internet and digital platforms creates new
business opportunities, especially for women facing geographical and institutional constraints.
Research shows that digital technologies can reduce transaction costs, expand market access, and
form new forms of entrepreneurial activity, including e-commerce and digital services (Dy et al,,
2017;1TU, 2023).

In addition, international support programs play an important role in the development of
women's entrepreneurship. The initiatives of the Asian Development Bank, the European Bank for
Reconstruction and Development and the UNDP implemented in the region are aimed at developing
women's entrepreneurial skills, increasing access to finance and creating an enabling business
environment. Such programs contribute to the formation of entrepreneurial ecosystems that
support the development of small businesses and innovation (Asian Development Bank, 2021;
UNDP, 2022).

At the same time, the study's results show that significant institutional and socio-cultural
barriers to the development of women's entrepreneurship persist in Central Asian countries. These
include limited access to financial resources, insufficient entrepreneurial education, and the
influence of traditional gender norms. Such restrictions are especially noticeable in countries with
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less developed financial infrastructure and more traditional social structure, such as Tajikistan
(Neumann, 2020; Kandiyoti, 2007).

Thus, the results of the study confirm that the development of women's entrepreneurship in
Central Asian countries requires an integrated approach, including institutional reforms, the
development of financial infrastructure, support for digital technologies and the expansion of
educational programs for women entrepreneurs. Strengthening these areas can contribute not only
to the growth of women's entrepreneurial activity but also to the sustainability of the region's
economic development as a whole.

6. Conclusion

The present study was aimed at analyzing the current state, the main barriers and factors of
the development of women's entrepreneurship in Central Asian countries. A comparative analysis
of statistical data, the sectoral structure of entrepreneurial activity and the results of econometric
modeling revealed a number of key patterns in the development of women's business in the region.

Firstly, the results of the study show that women's entrepreneurship in Central Asia is
demonstrating a steady positive trend. Across the region, the proportion of women among
entrepreneurs is gradually increasing, indicating an expansion of women's economic activity and
greater participation in entrepreneurship. The highest rates of women's involvement in
entrepreneurship are recorded in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, where a relatively more favorable
institutional environment has been formed and programs of state and international support for
small and medium-sized businesses are being implemented.

Secondly, the analysis of the sectoral structure of women's entrepreneurship showed that
many enterprises headed by women are concentrated in the trade and services sectors. This is due
to the relatively low barriers to entry into these types of activities, the lower capital intensity of the
business and the possibility of combining entrepreneurial activities with family responsibilities. At
the same time, women's participation in the manufacturing, technological and innovative sectors
of the economy remains limited, which indicates the need to expand opportunities for women in
more high-tech industries.

Thirdly, the results of the econometric analysis confirmed the importance of a number of
factors influencing the development of women's entrepreneurship. The most significant impact is
exerted by the level of economic activity of women, the degree of digitalization of the economy,
access to financial resources and the level of economic development of the country. Increasing
Internet penetration and access to financial resources contributes to an increase in the number of
enterprises headed by women, as well as expanding opportunities for small business development.

Fourth, the study revealed the presence of a number of institutional and socio-cultural
barriers that hinder the development of women's entrepreneurship. The most significant
limitations include women's limited access to financial resources, insufficient entrepreneurial
education, and the influence of traditional gender norms. These factors are particularly noticeable
in countries with less developed financial infrastructure and more traditional social structures.

The results obtained allow us to formulate a number of practical recommendations for the
further development of women's entrepreneurship in Central Asian countries. First of all, it is
necessary to expand women's access to financial resources, including the development of
microfinance, credit programs and guarantee mechanisms to support small businesses. An
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important area is the development of entrepreneurial education and training programs for women
entrepreneurs aimed at developing managerial and digital competencies.

In addition, further development of digital infrastructure and e-commerce can play a
significant role, which create new business opportunities and enable women to overcome
geographical and institutional constraints. Strengthening support for entrepreneurial networks
and business associations can also contribute to the development of business contacts, the
exchange of experience and the expansion of entrepreneurial opportunities for women.

In general, the development of women's entrepreneurship can become an important factor in
the economic growth and sustainable development of Central Asian countries. The expansion of
women's economic opportunities contributes to an increase in employment, an increase in
innovation activity and the formation of a more inclusive economic system. In this regard, the
further development of a policy to support women's entrepreneurship should be considered as one
of the key elements of the socio-economic strategy of the countries of the region.

A promising area of further research is a deeper analysis of the institutional factors influencing
the development of women's entrepreneurship, as well as exploring the role of the digital economy
and entrepreneurial ecosystems in expanding opportunities for women entrepreneurs.
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