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Abstract

This article examines how online newspapers represented small
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in Kazakhstan and
Uzbekistan between 2020 and 2023. It investigates the economic
and social roles attributed to SMEs, the visibility given to different
actors, and the relationships between private enterprises and the
state. The study employs comparative qualitative content and
framing analysis of 187 newspaper articles, comprising 113
articles concerning Kazakhstan and 74 concerning Uzbekistan.
Each article was assigned one primary content category and
dominant codes covering SME roles, actor visibility, state-SME
relationship, policy objectives, responsibility attribution, and
temporal context. The findings reveal a state-centered
representation of SME development in both countries.
Government officials and agencies received greater visibility than
entrepreneurs, while regulation and government assistance were
more prominent than market autonomy. According to
Kazakhstan’s coverage, SMEs were more frequently portrayed as
vulnerable and affected by regulatory, financial, logistical, and
external pressures. Uzbek coverage placed greater emphasis on
government support programs and representation of SMEs as
recipients of assistance within economic reform. The study
concludes that newspaper coverage in both countries positioned
SMEs as economically important actors, but still closely
connected to government. The analysis contributes to research on
the public role of SMEs in Central Asia by demonstrating how
media discourse is constructed within different national and
temporal contexts.
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1. Introduction

Small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) occupy an important position in contemporary
economic development. They contribute to employment, entrepreneurship, market competition,
innovation, regional development, and the diversification of production. In transition economies,
SMEs also carry broader political and institutional significance because their development is
frequently treated as evidence of market reform and the expansion of private economic activity.

The role assigned to SMEs is particularly important in post-Soviet Central Asia. Following
independence in 1991, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan introduced reforms intended to expand private
enterprise and reduce the dominance of centrally administered economic structures. However, SMEs
are not exclusively represented through measurable contributions to output or employment.
Government institutions, international organizations, business associations, experts, and news
organizations also produce narratives about SME development. Within these narratives, SMEs may
be portrayed as independent market actors, vulnerable businesses, recipients of government
assistance, innovation sources, or partners in national development.

Examining these representations matters because public discourse helps identify how the
economic roles of entrepreneurs and different forms of government intervention are publicly
understood. Nevertheless, existing research on SMEs in Central Asia has concentrated primarily on
firm performance, regulatory conditions, access to finance, and government support. Less attention
has been given to how news media construct the public meaning of SME development.

This article addresses this gap by examining newspaper representations of SMEs in
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan during 2020-2023. It asks three related questions: Which economic and
social functions were most frequently attributed to SMEs? How were SMEs positioned in relation to
the state, policy objectives, and other actors? What similarities and differences appeared between the
two national media corpora? The selected period includes the COVID-19 pandemic, the January 2022
domestic crisis in Kazakhstan, and regional economic disruptions associated with the Russia-Ukraine
conflict. These developments increased public attention to business survival, government assistance,
domestic production, transportation, investment, and longer-term economic adaptation. The empirical
analysis draws on 187 online newspaper articles: 113 concerning Kazakhstan and 74 concerning
Uzbekistan. The articles are examined through comparative qualitative content and framing analysis.
The study identified the principal subjects of SME coverage and analyzed the roles attributed to
SMEs, the actors receiving the greatest visibility, the state-SME relationships constructed in the
articles, the policy objectives connected to entrepreneurship, problem and responsibility attribution,

and the temporal context of coverage.
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The article makes two principal contributions. First, it extends research on SME development
beyond conventional measures of firm performance and business-environment conditions by
examining how the meaning of SMEs is constructed in public discourse. Second, it provides a
comparative analysis of SME representation in two post-Soviet countries that share important
historical and institutional legacies but have followed different paths of economic reform. The study
demonstrates how media discourse connects entrepreneurship with national development priorities
and constructs the relationship between private enterprise and the state in two post-Soviet Central

Asian contexts.

2. Literature Review

SMEs, Institutions, and Economic Development in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan

SMEs are commonly associated with employment creation, market competition,
entrepreneurship, and the expansion of private economic activity (Ayyagari et al., 2007). However,
in post-socialist economies, private-enterprise development occurred within institutional systems
undergoing extensive changes in ownership, regulation, and state-business relationships, and these
transformations followed different trajectories across countries (Blanchard, 1997; Brezinski &
Fritsch, 1996; Havrylyshyn, 2020; Myant & Drahokoupil, 2011). Comparative research on transition
economies further shows that differences in institutional development, enterprise restructuring, and
the effectiveness of market-oriented reforms contributed to substantial variation in post-socialist
economic performance (Svejnar, 2002). Research on post-Soviet property transformation further
demonstrates that the emergence of private ownership did not necessarily produce a settled division
between government institutions and market actors (Barnes, 2006). Research on Central Asian
enterprise development further shows that the emergence of entrepreneurs and private markets
remained closely connected to state formation, political institutions, and changing patterns of social
stratification (Ozcan, 2010). These historical conditions provide important context for understanding
why the public role of SMEs in Central Asia continues to be closely connected to the state.

OECD data in Kazakhstan indicate that SMEs accounted for a substantial share of
employment and national output by the end of the period examined in this study (OECD, 2024).
Research also demonstrates a positive relationship between SME production and Kazakhstan’s
economic growth, strengthening the policy argument that SME expansion can contribute to
diversification and economic resilience (Syzdykova & Azretbergenova, 2025). Studies of eco-
innovation similarly present Kazakhstan’s SMEs as potential participants in energy efficiency,
technological modernization, and environmentally sustainable development. Nevertheless, their

capacity to assume these roles vary considerably (Pyagay et al., 2025).
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Earlier research on Uzbekistan found that SME development was constrained by the
institutional conditions inherited from central planning, including limited access to affordable credit
and the continuing prominence of large organizations (Khalmurzaev, 2000). Uzbekistan’s reform
agenda has also attached growing importance to entrepreneurship and private-sector development.
Recent policy assessments connect SMEs to employment creation, exports, industrial development,
digitalization, and the transition toward a more competitive economy (OECD, 2023b). Because
Uzbekistan has a young and expanding labor force, SME development is frequently presented as a
mechanism for generating employment and supporting economic participation. At the same time, the
state still defines development priorities, designing business programs, allocating resources, and
communicating the expected contribution of private enterprise.

The relationship between SMEs and the state is not adequately captured by a simple
opposition between public control and private markets. Institutions structure the incentives and
constraints facing economic actors and connect contemporary economic activity to historically
developed formal rules and informal practices (North, 1990). Entrepreneurship research demonstrates
that institutional environments shape the opportunities, constraints, and legitimacy of private
enterprises, particularly in emerging and transitional economies (Bruton et al., 2010). SMEs may
operate as private organizations while simultaneously depending on state support, training,
infrastructure, tax benefits, export programs, and regulatory reforms. Supply-chain finance remains
relatively underdeveloped across Central Asia and the Caucasus, creating a policy rationale for
government and institutional initiatives intended to improve access to financial services (Bhalla &
Sutken, 2023). Public discourse surrounding these programs may present SMEs as vulnerable
enterprises requiring protection, as beneficiaries of state assistance, or as strategic partners
contributing to national objectives.

The period from 2020 to 2023 made these representations especially important. During the
COVID-19 pandemic, governments introduced emergency measures, while newspapers devoted
increased attention to business continuity, employment, financial assistance, and economic recovery.
As immediate public-health restrictions receded, public discussion increasingly incorporated
digitalization, innovation, exports, domestic production, and longer-term economic adaptation. The
Russia-Ukraine conflict in February 2022 introduced an additional source of regional economic
uncertainty. The war and the international sanctions imposed in response disrupted established trade
and transportation networks, contributed to inflationary and currency pressures, and increased the
importance of alternative transport corridors, domestic production, and diversified international
partnerships for Central Asian economies (OECD, 2023a, 2023b). These developments created an

important context within which SMEs were represented in public discourse. Research on international
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news coverage demonstrates that media attention changes across different stages of a crisis and that
national media systems influence which actors, policies, and interpretations receive prominence
(Ngai et al., 2022; Wirz et al., 2022).

Media Framing and the Public Representation of SMEs

News media do not simply reproduce events, statistics, or government announcements.
Through decisions about what to report, which sources to quote, and which interpretations to
emphasize, news organizations participate in defining the public meaning of economic developments
(Absattar et al., 2022; Mussa et al., 2025; Wirz et al., 2022). Framing refers to the selection and
increased visibility of aspects of an issue in ways that define problems, identify causes, make
evaluations, assign responsibility, or promote possible responses (Entman, 1993). A frame does not
necessarily require journalists to make an explicit argument. It may emerge through repeated attention
to particular actors, statistics, examples, causes, or policy solutions.

Recent comparative research demonstrates that differences in media systems, source selection,
and national contexts can influence which topics, actors, and interpretations become prominent in
news coverage (Ngai et al., 2022; Wirz et al., 2022). Applied to SME reporting, framing analysis
makes it possible to examine how newspapers define the economic and social significance of private
enterprises. One frame may emphasize business vulnerability and adaptation amid economic
disruption, while another may emphasize SMEs as recipients of government assistance or contributors
to national development (Bach & Swartz, 2022). Newspaper coverage may also differ in whether it
places entrepreneurs, government officials, experts, international organizations, or statistical agencies
at the center of the narrative (Mussa et al., 2025; Wirz et al., 2022). Recent entrepreneurship
scholarship treats framing as an important mechanism through which economic actors and activities
acquire legitimacy (Snihur et al., 2022).

Cross-national media research further shows that coverage is influenced by differences in
political institutions, journalistic practices, and media systems. Comparative studies of pandemic
reporting have identified differences in the topics emphasized, sources quoted, emotional strategies
employed, and responsibility assigned across national media environments. (Ngai et al., 2022; Wirz
et al., 2022). These findings do not mean that every outlet within a country uses the same frame.
Rather, they demonstrate why national context and outlet characteristics should be considered when
comparing media representations. This point is particularly relevant in Central Asia. Research on
online media in Kazakhstan indicates that linguistic and emotional choices can influence how events
and public issues are interpreted (Absattar et al., 2022). More recent framing research concerning
Kazakhstan demonstrates that domestic and foreign news organizations can construct different

interpretations of the same events (Mussa et al., 2025). These studies address political and social
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issues rather than SMEs, but they confirm the applicability of framing analysis to Kazakhstan’s media
environment.

Existing research on SMEs in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan predominantly examines economic
performance, access to finance, regulation, digitalization, innovation, exports, and government
support (Bhalla & Sutken, 2023; OECD, 2023a, 2023b, 2024; Pyagay et al., 2025; Syzdykova &
Azretbergenova, 2025). This literature provides important evidence about the contribution and
development of SMEs but devotes less attention to how their economic and social roles are
constructed in public discourse. Media-framing research, by contrast, demonstrates that news
organizations participate in defining economic problems, identifying legitimate beneficiaries of
government intervention, and connecting public policies to broader social values (Bach & Swartz,
2022; Snihur et al., 2022). Nevertheless, limited comparative research has examined how news media
construct the economic and social roles of SMEs and their relationship with the state in post-Soviet
Central Asia

This study addresses that gap through a comparative qualitative analysis of 187 online
newspaper articles published between 2020 and 2023, including 113 articles concerning Kazakhstan
and 74 concerning Uzbekistan. The analysis examines six dimensions of SME representation: the
roles attributed to SMEs, actor visibility, state-SME relationships, policy objectives, problem and
responsibility attribution, and temporal context. These dimensions are compared across the two
national corpora to identify similarities and differences in how SMEs and their relationship with the

state were publicly represented.

3. Materials and Methods

This study employs a comparative qualitative content-analysis design, informed by media-
framing theory, to examine how online newspapers represented SMEs and their role in economic
development in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan between 2020 and 2023. Qualitative content analysis is
appropriate for identifying recurring meanings, interpretive patterns, and differences in how media
sources define economic issues, emphasize particular actors, and connect SMEs to broader policy
objectives. Framing analysis further directs attention to how news coverage selects and gives
prominence to particular aspects of SME development, including employment, economic recovery,
diversification, modernization, innovation, exports, regional development, and government support
(Entman, 1993; Ngai et al., 2022; Wirz et al., 2022).

3.1. Case Justification

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan were selected for analytical comparison because they share Soviet

institutional and administrative legacies. Both states have identified SME development as an
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important component of economic diversification and growth. At the same time, they have followed
different trajectories of economic reform and state-business relations. Kazakhstan pursued
comparatively earlier market liberalization and greater integration with international investment, and
its economy remained highly influenced by natural-resource production and exports. Uzbekistan
maintained a more state-directed economic model for a longer period before accelerating market-
oriented reforms after 2016 (OECD, 2023a, 2023b). These shared historical foundations and
divergent reform trajectories make Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan appropriate cases for comparative
analysis. In both countries, the state remains highly visible in designing business policies, announcing
support programs, and defining the contribution expected from private enterprises. Nevertheless,
differences in economic structure, policy priorities, and state-business relations may influence how
newspapers present SMEs and their role in national development.

Therefore, this comparison examines whether media coverage in the two countries attributes
similar economic and social functions to SMEs, gives visibility to similar actors, and constructs
comparable relationships between SMEs and the state. It also identifies national differences in the
framing of SMEs as market participants, recipients of public assistance, contributors to economic
recovery, or partners in national development.

3.2. Data Sources

The empirical material consists of online newspaper articles addressing SMEs and private-
sector development in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. Newspaper coverage was selected because it
provides a record of how economic developments, government programs, and statistical trends were
communicated publicly. The articles are treated as media texts rather than as direct evidence of SME
performance or entrepreneurs’ experiences. The study period, from January 1, 2020, to December 31,
2023, encompasses the COVID-19 pandemic, the initial stages of economic recovery, the Russia-
Ukraine conflict, and subsequent regional economic adjustment. These events increased public
attention to business continuity, employment, government assistance, domestic production, trade, and
the economic role of SMEs.

Articles were identified through separate Google News searches for Kazakhstan and
Uzbekistan using combinations of the keywords “business,” “SMEs,” “business in Kazakhstan,”
“SMEs in Kazakhstan,” “business in Uzbekistan,” and “SMEs in Uzbekistan.” To be included, an
article had to focus substantively on SMEs, entrepreneurship, business regulation, government
support, or related economic developments in one of the two countries. Official, commercial, and
independent online news sources were included to capture different forms of public representation.
Duplicate articles, inaccessible webpages, and articles that mentioned business only superficially

were excluded. The search for the two countries was conducted and reviewed separately. Articles
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were assigned to a national corpus according to the country constituting their principal subject.
Following screening, the final analytical corpus consisted of 187 articles: 113 concerning Kazakhstan
and 74 concerning Uzbekistan.

The unit of analysis was the individual newspaper article. The sample was designed to capture
variation in public representations of SMEs rather than to represent every media organization or all
SME-related reporting in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan.

3.3. Coding and Comparative Analysis

The articles were initially organized into four broad content categories: Business Challenges,
Reforms, Statistics, and Government Support and Policies. Business Challenges included reporting
about conditions affecting SMEs and private enterprise. Reforms included legislative, regulatory, and
administrative changes. Statistics covered information about the number of SMEs, employment,
economic output, sectoral distribution, and other indicators. Government Support and Policies
included financial programs, tax measures, training initiatives, export assistance, and other state
interventions. Each article was assigned only one code corresponding to its dominant thematic
category. The dominant category was determined by the article’s headline, principal subject, and the
issue receiving the greatest substantive attention. Secondary subjects mentioned in the article were
not coded separately. This procedure ensured that categories were mutually exclusive and that each
article was counted only once.

Following the primary classification, a second interpretive stage examined how SMEs were
represented within the four content categories (Table 1). Six dimensions were considered: the role
attributed to SMEs, actor visibility, the state-SME relationship, policy objectives, problem and
responsibility, and temporal context. The initial coding recorded relevant interpretive elements within
each dimension, allowing multiple elements to be noted where present. A single dominant code was
then assigned within each dimension for quantitative comparison. Each article received one dominant
code for every interpretive dimension. When several elements appeared, the dominant code was
determined by the article's overall emphasis, including the headline, central problem, most prominent
actor, and principal policy response, as applicable to the dimension being coded. Detailed notes were
retained to preserve contextual information. Articles concerning Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan were
initially coded separately and subsequently compared to identify similarities and differences in SME
roles, visible actors, policy priorities, and portrayals of state—business relationships. The purpose was
not to assess the accuracy of national media coverage but to examine how SMEs were publicly
represented during a period of crisis, recovery, and economic adjustment.

All articles were coded by a single researcher using the coding framework presented in Table

1. Accordingly, intercoder reliability statistics were not calculated. Coding consistency was addressed
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through a structured review procedure. The coding framework and category definitions were

established before the final coding stage and applied systematically across both national corpora.

Following the initial coding, the dataset was reviewed for consistency in the application of categories

and dominant codes. Ambiguous cases were reassessed against the category definitions and the

article's primary emphasis before final coding assignments were established.

Table 1. Interpretive Dimensions of SME Media Representation

Analytical Dimension

Description

Interpretive Indicators

Role attributed to SMEs

Actor visibility

State-SME relationship

Policy objective

Problem and responsibility

Temporal context

Principal economic or social role
assigned to SMEs

Actors who receive prominence
in the article

Principal relationship constructed
between SMEs and the state

Main development
associated with SMEs

objective

Actor or condition primarily
presented as responsible for the
issue or its resolution

Main temporal frame connecting
the article to the study period

Independent market actor; employment/growth
contributor; innovation source; recipient of
assistance; partner in national development;

vulnerable business

Government official or agency; entrepreneur or
business; business association; expert; international
organization; statistical agency

Regulation and enforcement; government assistance;
state-led development; public-private partnership;
financial/infrastructural dependence; market
autonomy

SME growth; employment; domestic production and
diversification; regulatory reform; digitalization and
innovation; exports and trade; access to finance;
economic recovery; regional or rural development

Government; business; market conditions; external
crisis; shared public—private responsibility; no
responsibility assigned

COVID-19 disruption; recovery and reopening;
geopolitical or  external  shock;  domestic
policy/economic disruption; longer-term adjustment;
no temporal context

Source: Compiled by the author based on the study dataset.

4. Results

4.1 Characteristics of the Media Corpus

The final analytical corpus consisted of 187 newspaper articles addressing SMEs,

entrepreneurship, business regulation, and related economic developments in Kazakhstan and

Uzbekistan. Of these, 113 articles concerned Kazakhstan and 74 concerned Uzbekistan. Because the

national samples differed in size, the comparison relies primarily on within-country percentages

rather than raw frequencies.
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Each article was assigned to one mutually exclusive primary category: Business Challenges,
Reforms, Government Support and Policies, or Statistics. The subsequent interpretive analysis
produced one dominant code for each of the six dimensions defined in Table 1.

4.2 Primary Categories of SME Coverage

The Kazakhstan corpus was relatively evenly distributed across the three largest categories.
Reforms constituted the largest category, representing 29.2% of the articles, while Business
Challenges and Government Support and Policies each accounted for 26.5%. Articles in the Statistics
category constituted the remaining 17.7%. No single category dominated the Kazakhstan coverage.
Instead, the articles divided their attention among institutional changes, problems affecting business

activity, and government measures intended to support enterprise.

Table 2. Primary Categories of SME Coverage in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan

Primary category Kazakhstan,n Kazakhstan, % Uzbekistan,n  Uzbekistan, %
Business Challenges 30 26.5 13 17.6
Reforms 33 29.2 18 24.3
Government Support and Policies 30 26.5 32 43.2
Statistics 20 17.7 11 14.9
Total 113 100.0 74 100.0

Source: Compiled by the author based on the study dataset.
Note. Percentages are calculated within each national corpus. Differences in the number of articles mean that
percentages provide a more appropriate basis for comparison than raw counts.

A different distribution appeared in Uzbekistan. Government Support and Policies was the
largest category, accounting for 43.2% of the Uzbek articles. This proportion was 16.7 percentage
points higher than the corresponding proportion in Kazakhstan. Reforms represented 24.3% of the
Uzbekistan corpus, while Business Challenges accounted for 17.6% and Statistics for 14.9%.

The most notable difference concerns the prominence of government support and policy
initiatives. Uzbek coverage more frequently focused on concessional loans, subsidies, tax benefits,
access to land and infrastructure, sector-specific incentives, and government initiatives supporting
entrepreneurship. Kazakhstan’s coverage gave comparatively greater attention to business
challenges. These included administrative pressure, taxation, access to finance, transportation and
logistics, imported inputs, enforcement practices, and the effects of economic disruption.
Nevertheless, government support remained an important category in both countries. These results
do not mean that Kazakhstan’s newspapers ignored government support or that Uzbek newspapers
overlooked business problems. Rather, they indicate differences in the relative visibility assigned to

these subjects within the selected articles.
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4.3 Dominant Roles Attributed to SMEs
The primary categories identify each article's central subject but do not fully explain how
SMEs were represented. Table 3 therefore compares the dominant economic or social role attributed

to SMEs in each national corpus.

Table 3. Dominant Roles Attributed to SMEs

Dominant SME role Kazakhstan, n Kazakhstan, % Uzbekistan, n Uzbekistan, %
Independent market actor 24 21.2 16 21.6
Recipient of assistance 26 23.0 24 324
Employment/growth 17 15.0 12 16.2
contributor
Innovation source 1 0.9 2 2.7
Partner in national 10 8.8 7 9.5
development
Vulnerable business 35 31.0 13 17.6
Total 113 100.0 74 100.0

Source: Compiled by the author based on the study dataset.
Note. Each article received one dominant SME-role code. The detailed coding notes may contain additional
secondary roles that are not counted in this table.

In Kazakhstan, the most frequent representation portrayed SMEs as vulnerable businesses.
This frame appeared in 35 articles, accounting for 31.0% of the Kazakhstan corpus. These articles
emphasized difficulties such as limited access to finance, administrative pressure, unpredictable
regulation, transportation constraints, shortages of production inputs, high operating costs, and
exposure to economic disruption. SMEs were consequently presented as private enterprises whose
survival and development could be constrained by institutional, financial, or structural conditions.
The second most common role in Kazakhstan was recipient of assistance, which appeared in 23.0%
of the articles. The independent market actor category represented 21.2%, while employment/growth
contributor accounted for 15.0%. The partner in national development role accounted for 8.8% of the
Kazakhstan corpus. Only one Kazakhstan article assigned primary emphasis to SMEs as a source of
innovation.

The Uzbekistan corpus produced a different ordering. Recipients of assistance was the most
frequent dominant role, accounting for 32.4% of the articles. This representation was consistent with
the prominence of Government Support and Policies shown in Table 2. Uzbek articles frequently
described enterprises as recipients of concessional finance, tax relief, subsidies, equipment
compensation, access to land, infrastructure, government procurement, and sector-specific
development measures. Vulnerable businesses accounted for 17.6% of the Uzbekistan corpus,
compared with 31.0% in Kazakhstan. This 13.4-percentage-point difference indicates that
vulnerability was substantially more prominent in Kazakhstan’s selected coverage. By contrast, the

representation of SMEs as independent market actors was nearly identical: 21.2% in Kazakhstan and
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21.6% in Uzbekistan. The proportions portraying SMEs as employment/growth contributors were
also similar (15.0% in Kazakhstan and 16.2% in Uzbekistan), as were those portraying SMEs as
partners in national development (8.8% and 9.5%, respectively). Innovation was uncommon as the
dominant representation in both countries. It accounted for 0.9% of Kazakhstan’s articles and 2.7%
of Uzbekistan’s. Digitalization, technological modernization, and innovative production appeared as
secondary themes in a number of articles, but they rarely displaced regulation, assistance,
vulnerability, or economic contribution as the central representation of SMEs.

4.4 Additional Dimensions of Media Representation

Table 4 presents the complete distribution of dominant codes across the five additional
interpretive dimensions: actor visibility, state-SME relationship, policy objective, problem and
responsibility, and temporal context.

Table 4. Distribution of Additional Interpretive Dimensions of SME Media

Representation
Interpretive dimension / dominant code Kazakhstan, % Uzbekistan, %
Actor visibility
Government official or agency 58.4 70.3
Entrepreneur or business 10.6 18.9
Business association 15.9 0.0
Expert 4.4 2.7
International organization 0.9 1.4
Statistical agency 9.7 6.8
Total 100.0 100.0
State-SME relationship
Regulation and enforcement 41.6 33.8
Government assistance 28.3 29.7
State-led development 3.5 1.4
Public-private partnership 16.8 16.2
Financial/infrastructural dependence 53 6.8
Market autonomy 4.4 12.2
Total 100.0 100.0
Policy objective
SME growth 7.1 9.5
Employment 14.2 1.4
Domestic production and diversification 12.4 12.2
Regulatory reform 30.1 33.8
Digitalization and innovation 2.7 4.1
Exports and trade 8.0 17.6
Access to finance 6.2 14.9
Economic recovery 15.0 0.0
Regional or rural development 4.4 6.8
Total 100.0 100.0
Problem and responsibility
Government 54.0 73.0
Business 53 1.4
Market conditions 7.1 0.0
External crisis 11.5 1.4
Shared public-private responsibility 15.9 9.5
No responsibility assigned 6.2 14.9
Total 100.0 100.0
Temporal context
COVID-19 disruption 23.0 0.0
Recovery and reopening 24.8 2.7
Geopolitical or external shock 4.4 4.1
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Domestic policy/economic disruption 2.7 5.4

Longer-term adjustment 38.1 83.8

No temporal context 7.1 4.1
Total 100.0 100.0

Source: Compiled by the author based on the study dataset.
Note. Totals are based on the underlying frequencies, displayed percentages may not sum to exactly 100.0% due
to rounding.

Government actors dominated the coverage in both countries, although this pattern was more
pronounced in Uzbekistan. Government officials or agencies were the dominant visible actors in
58.4% of Kazakhstan articles and 70.3% of Uzbekistan articles. Entrepreneurs or businesses were the
dominant actors in only 10.6% and 18.9%, respectively. Kazakhstan differed in the greater visibility
of business associations, which constituted the dominant actor in 15.9% of articles but did not appear
as the dominant actor in the Uzbekistan corpus. Statistical agencies accounted for 9.7% of Kazakhstan
articles and 6.8% of Uzbekistan articles, while experts and international organizations were rarely the
dominant voices. The distribution indicates that SME-related news in both countries was
communicated primarily through institutional and governmental actors rather than through
entrepreneurs themselves.

The state-SME relationship displayed greater variation. Regulation and enforcement
constituted the most common frame in Kazakhstan (41.6%) and Uzbekistan (33.8%), followed by
government assistance (28.3% and 29.7%, respectively). Public-private partnership was almost
equally represented in the two countries, accounting for 16.8% in Kazakhstan and 16.2% in
Uzbekistan. However, market autonomy was more visible in Uzbekistan (12.2%) than in Kazakhstan
(4.4%). Financial or infrastructural dependence accounted for 5.3% and 6.8%, respectively, and
explicit state-led development was uncommon in both countries (3.5% and 1.4%). These results
indicate that relationships involving regulation, government assistance, and public-private
partnership were more prominent than market autonomy in both national corpora.

Policy objectives reveal somewhat different national priorities. Regulatory reform was the
most frequent dominant objective in both Kazakhstan (30.1%) and Uzbekistan (33.8%). In
Kazakhstan, economic recovery accounted for 15.0%, employment for 14.2%, and domestic
production and diversification for 12.4%. Uzbekistan placed considerably greater emphasis on
exports and trade (17.6%) and access to finance (14.9%), while domestic production and
diversification represented 12.2%. Digitalization and innovation remained relatively uncommon as
dominant objectives in both corpora, accounting for only 2.7% in Kazakhstan and 4.1% in
Uzbekistan.

The problem and responsibility dimension provides particularly strong evidence of the state-
centered character of the coverage. Government was identified as the principal actor responsible for

addressing or associated with the issue in 54.0% of Kazakhstan articles and 73.0% of Uzbekistan
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articles. Shared public-private responsibility accounted for 15.9% and 9.5%, respectively. External
crisis was the dominant problem and responsibility code in 11.5% of Kazakhstan articles, compared
with 1.4% in Uzbekistan. Market conditions accounted for 7.1% in Kazakhstan and did not emerge
as a dominant code in Uzbekistan. Direct attribution of responsibility to businesses themselves was
uncommon in both countries.

Temporal framing produced the clearest difference between the two national corpora.
Kazakhstan's coverage was distributed across several periods: 38.1% of articles were framed within
longer-term economic adjustment, 24.8% around recovery and reopening, and 23.0% around
COVID-19 disruption. The remaining articles were associated with geopolitical or external shocks,
domestic policy or economic disruption, or lacked a clear temporal frame. Uzbekistan's coverage was
much more concentrated, with 83.8% of articles situated within longer-term adjustment. COVID-19
disruption did not emerge as a dominant temporal frame in the Uzbek corpus, while recovery and
reopening accounted for only 2.7%. This contrast indicates that Kazakhstan's SME coverage was
more frequently associated with different contexts of disruption, recovery, and adjustment, whereas

Uzbek coverage was more consistently related to a narrative of reform and economic modernization.

5. Discussion

The findings demonstrate a shared state-centered representation of SME development in
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. The analysis reveals meaningful differences in how the two national
media corpora constructed the position of private enterprise. Government institutions were the most
visible actors in both countries. Government was most frequently presented as the principal actor
responsible for addressing or associated with SME-related issues. Nevertheless, Kazakhstan’s
coverage more frequently portrayed SMEs as vulnerable businesses operating amid regulatory,
financial, logistical, and external pressures. Uzbek coverage more often presented them as recipients
of government assistance within a broader narrative of reform and economic modernization. The
comparison therefore suggests two variations of a broader state-centered narrative. One emphasizes
the protection and adaptation of businesses facing constraints and disruption, and another emphasizes
their development through government support and reform initiatives.

The results are consistent with scholarship showing that private enterprise in post-Soviet
economies remains embedded in institutional arrangements in which government plays an important
economic role. The emergence of private ownership did not necessarily produce a clear separation
between state institutions and market actors. Governments continue to influence access to finance,
land, infrastructure, procurement, taxation, and other resources important to business development.
The media representations identified in this study reflect this institutional configuration, but they also
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show how it is reproduced through public narratives. News reports frequently positioned government
officials and agencies as the actors authorized to identify business problems, announce reforms, and
articulate development priorities. Entrepreneurs themselves were considerably less visible as the
principal voices interpreting SME development. Therefore, SMEs were represented as economically
important actors, but their significance was related to policy objectives such as employment,
formalization, domestic production, exports, access to finance, and economic growth.

The national differences show that this state-centered representation was not uniform.
Kazakhstan’s relatively balanced distribution among business challenges, reforms, and government
support produced a more problem-oriented representation of entrepreneurship. Vulnerable businesses
constituted the largest SME-role category, and coverage frequently connected business activity to
COVID-19 disruption, recovery and reopening, geopolitical or external shocks, and other periods of
economic adjustment. Uzbek coverage was more strongly concentrated around government support
and longer-term adjustment. SMEs were frequently portrayed as recipients of concessional credit,
subsidies, tax benefits, land, infrastructure, and other forms of assistance. Entrepreneurship was
connected to exports, access to finance, domestic production, diversification, and regional
development. These differences should not be interpreted as evidence that Uzbek SMEs experienced
fewer constraints. Rather, they show that the selected media corpora assigned different levels of
visibility to business vulnerability, government assistance, and longer-term economic adjustment.

These differences illustrate why national and temporal context matters in the construction of
economic meaning. In this case, Welter’s (2011) contextual approach to entrepreneurship emphasizes
that entrepreneurial activity cannot be understood independently of the institutional, social, spatial,
and temporal environments in which it occurs. The findings extend this perspective to media
representation. SMEs were not portrayed through a universal set of economic functions, but through
roles and relationships created by the circumstances emphasized within each national corpus.
Research on crisis communication similarly demonstrates that media attention and interpretation
change across periods of disruption, recovery, and adjustment (Ngai et al., 2022; Wirz et al., 2022).

The findings suggest that media representations of entrepreneurship provide an additional
perspective on state-business relations in post-Soviet economies. Existing research examines these
relationships through formal institutions, regulatory frameworks, or enterprise-level experiences.
Media framing reveals another dimension: how the roles of private enterprise and the state are
publicly constructed and legitimized. The prominence of government actors across both corpora
suggests that the public meaning of entrepreneurship remains closely connected to state institutions

even where SMEs are formally private market actors. At the same time, the contrast between
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Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan demonstrates that state-centered representation is not uniform. It varies
according to national policy priorities and periods of economic disruption and adjustment.

These patterns should not be interpreted as direct measurements of government policy
effectiveness or SME performance. Framing analysis examines how issues are selected, organized,
and presented in public communication (Entman, 1993). Greater media attention to government
support does not demonstrate that assistance reached SMEs effectively. Similarly, frequent coverage
of business vulnerability does not establish that all SMEs experienced the same constraints. Instead,
the findings identify which actors, relationships, responsibilities, and explanations were made most

visible within the selected media corpus.

6. Conclusion

This study examined how newspapers represented SMEs in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan
during 2020-2023, a period marked by the COVID-19 pandemic, economic recovery, domestic
disruption, and changing regional trade conditions. The comparison demonstrates that SME
development was presented as closely connected to state institutions in both countries. Government
officials and agencies received greater visibility than entrepreneurs, while regulation and government
assistance were considerably more prominent than market autonomy.

Important national differences nevertheless emerged. Kazakhstan’s coverage distributed
attention relatively evenly among reforms, government support, and business challenges. It also
portrayed SMEs more frequently as vulnerable businesses affected by regulatory uncertainty,
financial limitations, logistical constraints, and external disruptions. Uzbek coverage placed greater
emphasis on government support programs and represented SMEs more often as recipients of
assistance within a longer-term narrative of economic reform and modernization. Thus, the two
corpora reflected different versions of a state-centered understanding of entrepreneurship. Business
vulnerability, disruption, and recovery were more visible in Kazakhstan, whereas government
assistance and longer-term economic adjustment were more prominent in Uzbekistan. These findings
have practical implications for public communication about entrepreneurship. They suggest the value
of providing greater space for SME owners, business managers, and independent experts to explain
how policies operate in practice. Broader reporting could complement announcements of reforms and
support programs with greater attention to their implementation, accessibility, and consequences for
different types of enterprise. Greater attention to innovation, market autonomy, and firm-level
experience could contribute to a more comprehensive public understanding of the SME sector.

Future research could compare official and independent outlets, examine changes in framing

over time, and combine media analysis with interviews or surveys of entrepreneurs. Such research
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would clarify whether public representations of SME development correspond with the experiences

of businesses themselves.
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KA3AKCTAH MEH ©3BEKCTAHJAFbI OK-TBIH
MEJMAJIAFBI BEHHECI: CAJILICTBIPMAJIBI
TAJIJIAY

KenxeraeBa Aitnyp CepikKbI3bI*
*Xam-xabap aemopul, birybuinn MemnekeTTik yHuBepcuteti, birydunn, bateic Bupmkunns, AKII

Tyitin:

Byn makanana 2020-2023 sxbeutaap apansirbiaaa Kazakcran MeH ©O30eKcTaH1aFbl OHJIAH-Ta3eTTeP/IiH
marbiH JkoHe opTa kacimopeiHmapasl (ILIOK) kamaii cunarraransl kKapacteipbuianbl. 3eprreyne HIOK-ka
OepinreH SKOHOMHKAIBIK JXOHE QJIEYMETTIK pOIAep, SPTYpPJi aKTOpIApIBIH Meauajgarbl KepiHy IeHTeHi,
COHZal-aK XeKe KOCINOopbIHIap MEH MEMIIEKET apachlHIarbl KaTbIHACTap TangaHaisl. 3eprrey Kazakcranra
KatbiCThl 113 xoHe O30eKCTaHFa KaThICTHI 74 MakKajaJaH TypaThlH OapiibiFbl 187 raser MakajachlHa
CaNBICTBIPMAJIbl CallaJIbIK KOHTEHT-TANAAY KoHE (PpelMIiK Tamaay )KYpri3yre HeTizaenred. Op Makanara 0ip
Heri3ri Mma3myHIBIK caHaT skoHe LIIOK penaepin, aktopnapasie kepinyin, MmemuiekeT meH [IIOK apaceramarst
KaTBIHACTAP]IbI, MEMJICKETTIK casicaT MaKCcaTTapbIH, )KayamKepUIUTIKTiH )KYKTEIyiH )KoHE YaKbITTHIK KOHTEKCTI
KaMTUTBIH 0achIM KoJTap Oepii.

3eprrey Hormkenepi eki emnme ae IIOK maMyblHBIH MemiekeTke OaFgapiaHFaH CHIATTa
YCHIHBUIFAHBIH KopceTelli. MeMIIeKeTTIK J1aya3bIMIbl TYJIFajgap MEH MEMIICKETTIK OpraHjiap Kocilmkepiepre
KaparaHJa Menuana KeOipeK KepiHIiC TamThl, al peTTey MEH MEMIICKETTIK KOJIay HapBIKTHIK JepOecTiKKe
KaparaHga OackiMbIpak Oommel.  Kaszakcrannmbik Matepuanmapna LOK — perreymrimik, Kap>KbUIBIK,
JIOTUCTUKAIIBIK JKOHE CBIPTKBI KbICHIMIIAPBIH OCEpiHE YIUBIPANTHIH Ocall KOCIMOPBIHAAP PETIHIE KHipeK
cunartaiabl. ©O30eKCTaHIBIK MaTephajiapia MEMJICKETTIK Kojjay OarjapiiamanapbiHa KeOipek Hazap
aynapsuibl, LIIOK skoHoMuKanbIK peopmanap asicblHIa KOMEK alTyIlIbl PETiH/IE KHIPEK YCHIHBIIABL. 3epTTey
exi enmiH razer MatepuamgapbiHza IIOK skoHOMUKaNbIK TypFbllaH MaHBI3Ibl AaKTOpJIap peTiHAe
KOPCETUITeHIMEH, OJIAP/IbIH KbI3METi MEMJICKETIICH THIFbI3 0aliIaHBICTHI OOJBIT KAIFaHBIH KOPBITHIHIBLIAN B
Byn tannay meama MUCKYPCTBIH SpTYPIi YWITTHIK JKOHE YaKBITTBIK KOHTEKCTEpJle Kajall KaJblNTacaThIHBIH
kepceTy apKplibl OpTansik Asusinarsl LLIOK-TbIH KOFaMABIK peiiH 3epTTeyre yjiec KOCaIbl.

Tyiiin co30ep: 11larbiH xoHE OpTa KACIIOPBIHAAP; MeauaiblK (ppeiiMunr; Kazakcran; ©30ekcTaH;
MEMJIEKET ITeH OU3HEC apachiHIaFbl KATBIHACTADP; SKOHOMHKAJIBIK J1aMy; KOFaMJIBIK JTHCKYPC.
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MEJIMMHBIE PENPE3EHTALIMU MCII B
KA3AXCTAHE U Y3BEKUCTAHE:
CPABHUTEJIbHBIU AHAJIN3

KenxeraeBa Aitnyp CepukoBHa™
*Aemop 0as koppecnonoenyuu, YauBepcutet mrata biaypunn, bnydwunn, 3anagnas Bupmxunus, CILIA

AHHOTANUSA:

B nanHOM cTaThe paccMaTpUBacTCs, KAK OHIAMH-TA3€Thl OCBEINANIN JESTEIbHOCTD MANIBIX U CPEIHUX
mpennpusituii (MCII) B Kazaxcrane m Y36ekucrane B mepuon ¢ 2020 mo 2023 rox. HccmenoBanue
aHaAJIM3UPYET SKOHOMMYECKHE U COIMaNIbHBIe posd, npunucbiBaeMble MCII, npeacTaBieHHOCTh pa3IUYHbIX
aKTOpOB B MeIMaMaTepHanax, a TAKKe XapaKTep B3aUMOOTHOIIEHHN MEXIy YaCTHBIMU IPEINPHUATHAMU U
rocyiapcTBoM. B mccnenoBaHuM MpUMEHSETCS CPaBHUTENbHBIH Ka4eCTBEHHBIH KOHTEHT-aHAMHM3 U (ppeiim-
ananmu3 187 razeTHBIX cTaTeid, u3 KOTopbix 113 mocesimenst Kazaxcrany u 74 — Y36ekucrany. Kaxaoi ctatee
ObLIa IPUCBOEHA OJHA OCHOBHAsI TEMAaTHYeCKasi KaTeropus, a TakKe JOMUHHUPYIOIIHE KOJIbI, OTPaXKatolIre
posiu MCII, npeacTaBlIeHHOCTh aKTOPOB, OTHOLICHUS Mekay rocynapctsoM u MCIIL, nenu rocynapcTBeHHOM
MIOJINTUKH, aTpHOYIIMIO OTBETCTBEHHOCTH U BPEMEHHON KOHTEKCT.

Pe3ynbrathl nccie0BaHus BRIABISAIOT TOCYAapCTBEHHO-IIGHTPHUUHOE peacTaBienue pazsutus MCII
B o0eux cTpanax. I'ocymapcTBeHHblE MNODKHOCTHBIE JIMIIAa M OPraHbl BJIAcTH ObUTM NPENCTAaBICHHI B
MeauaMaTrepuanax damle, 4eM IMpeAIpUHUMATeNd, a pETyJIHpPOBAHWE M TOCYJAapCTBEHHas MOAJEPIKKa
3aHUMa OoJjiee 3aMETHOE MECTO, YeM PbIHOYHAs aBTOHOMUS. B kazaxcraHckux marepuanax MCII yame
n300paKaUCh KaK ySA3BUMbIE IPEATIPUATHSL, UCTIBITHIBAIOLINE PErYJIATOPHOE, (PUHAHCOBOE, JIOTUCTUIECKOE U
BHeIlHee faBieHue. B y30exckux Matepuanax 6ojblie BHUMAaHUS YACISUIOCh TOCYJapCTBEHHBIM ITPOrpaMMam
nojiepkkn, a MCII yatne npeacTaBisuiuch Kak MoyvaTelld TOMOIIN B KOHTEKCTE IKOHOMUYECKUX pedopM.
UccnenoBanue mnoka3piBaeT, 4YTO Tra3eTHble MaTepuaibl B obewx cTpaHax npenctaBmsaan MCII kax
9KOHOMHYECKH 3HAYMMBIX aKTOPOB, NEATEIBHOCTh KOTOPBIX IPH 3TOM OCTaBajach TECHO CBS3aHHOW C
rocy/1apcTBOM. AHaliu3 BHOCHT BKJIaJ B u3ydeHue oOmmectBeHHOW poiu MCII B IlenTpanbHoii Asuw,
JNEMOHCTPUPYS, KaK MEAMWHBIM NHUCKypC KOHCTPYHPYETCS B Pa3lNUYHBIX HAIMOHAJIBHBIX W BPEMEHHBIX
KOHTEKCTax.

Knwouesvie cnoea: manvle U cpequue npennpusatus; menuadpeiimunr; Kazaxcran; Y30Oekucra;
TOCYJapCTBEHHO-/IEJIOBbIC OTHOIICHUS; SKOHOMHYECKOE Pa3BUTHE; ITyOIMYHBIN JUCKYPC.
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