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1. INTRODUCTION  

For several years, the development of small and medium enterprises (SME’S) has been on the agenda of the 

Belarusian government and local initiatives. SMEs account for 97% of the total number of private enterprises, 

yet they employ only 32.5% of the workforce and generate 28.7% of Belarusian GDP. Compared to, for 

example, Belarus’ neighbour Poland, where SMEs generate nearly 75% of the GDP,  this is a very low number.  

Today, Belarus embraces its IT sector, which is not surprising, as Belarus has given birth to successful IT 

companies that are exporting worldwide. Some of the best known examples are Wargaming, Viber, EPAM 

and the most recent Belarusian success, MSQRD, that was bought by Facebook only several months after its 

launch. However, the majority of other sectors have not seen an increase or change, and many Belarusians 

who are not  software engineers are not benefitting from this boost to the IT sector.  

This study focuses on entrepreneurs and enterprises with a social mission. Worldwide, social 

entrepreneurship has gained momentum because the role of government in the socio-economic domain is 

shifting towards privatization of public responsibilities. As a result, charities receive less public funds and 

social entrepreneurship is considered a good and fitting business model to deal with many social and 

environmental problems. Research on the activities of social enterprises in Europe show that social 

entrepreneurs focus on social services, employment and training, the environment, education and 

community development (Social Europe guide, Vol. 4, European Commission, 2013). Hence, the increasing 

number of social enterprises may result in widespread gains for public budgets.  

During the past years we have had the chance to meet many talented Belarusian entrepreneurs and social 

entrepreneurs whose hard work makes them stellar examples for others. What we have learned from these 

entrepreneurs is that their own hard work is not enough. They need to be a part of an ecosystem, in which 

they receive the support they need - personal, cultural and financial. They want their achievements to be 

recognised and their path to be validated by key stakeholders.  

Who we are? We are Masha Cheriakova, the main author of this study – based in the Netherlands. She is a 

serial social entrepreneur and writer of Etobelarusdetka.com. Masha's two missions are to develop social 

entrepreneurship in Belarus through education and promote Belarus worldwide. And Olga Kapachenia, the 

contributing author – based in the UK. She is a freelance project manager, trainer and PR-specialist. Olga 

conducts international and local projects and trainings on the topics of creativity, entrepreneurship, PR, 

personal development, social media and social inclusion for NGOs, young people and business companies. 

This study is two folded: First, we aim to investigate the ecosystem in which social entrepreneurs operate, by 

conducting a secondary data analysis of online national and international sources that cover 

entrepreneurship. Why not social entrepreneurship? Because, simply put, there is no existing data on social 

entrepreneurship in Belarus and because social entrepreneurs swim in almost the same ecosystem as many 

other entrepreneurs, for they, too, need to build a strong and sustainable organisation by reaching out to 

target customers/clients and sell a profitable product or service. For these important reasons, we study in the 

first part the ecosystem small and medium size enterprises operate in. 

http://www.economy.gov.by/dadvfiles/001340_53062_Programma.pdf
http://www.economy.gov.by/dadvfiles/001340_53062_Programma.pdf
http://www.economy.gov.by/dadvfiles/001340_53062_Programma.pdf
https://books.google.nl/books?id=CqfBBQAAQBAJ&pg=PR192&lpg=PR192&dq=Polish+SME%27s+generate+GDP+2014&source=bl&ots=swKIizhKs7&sig=TMYTyjKcYuSx_yupsMBEjTQm6sE&hl=nl&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwic25z39sLLAhXmd5oKHU0kDcUQ6AEINzAE#v=onepage&q=Polish%20SME%27s%20generate%20GDP%202014&f=false
https://books.google.nl/books?id=CqfBBQAAQBAJ&pg=PR192&lpg=PR192&dq=Polish+SME%27s+generate+GDP+2014&source=bl&ots=swKIizhKs7&sig=TMYTyjKcYuSx_yupsMBEjTQm6sE&hl=nl&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwic25z39sLLAhXmd5oKHU0kDcUQ6AEINzAE#v=onepage&q=Polish%20SME%27s%20generate%20GDP%202014&f=false


               

              M. Cheriakova & O. Kapachenia              No business as usual - Social entrepreneurship in Belarus 

  

 3 

Secondly, we aim to investigate what existing social entrepreneurs and Belarusian NGOs have to say about 

the ecosystem they operate in and which barriers they face. Based on these voices we will propose concrete 

recommendations on how to accelerate (social) entrepreneurship in Belarus. This report is therefore very 

relevant for the conduct of government, industry and civil society in Belarus.  

Methodology:  

You are just about to read a qualitative study about (social) entrepreneurship in Belarus. We divided this 

study into two parts: 

1. Theory: a more or less theoretical analysis of the entrepreneurial ecosystem in Belarus. There are not 

many studies about entrepreneurs in Belarus. The ones that do exist are somewhat contradictory. One group 

of studies comes from western-oriented economists, primarily from such countries as the USA, Italy, and UK. 

These articles compare the Belarusian’s model of development with other post-communist countries. They 

tend to criticize the Belarusian government by illustrating the weaknesses of Belarus’ economic 

development, and show the unfavourable state of Belarusian entrepreneurship. The other group of 

publications comes from Belarusian officials and aim to showcase the benefits of the government’s policy; 

this group points to the economic growth in Belarus and affirms the priority of small businesses’ 

development in the country. The only thing the two camps agree about is that there is a comparatively low 

level of corruption in Belarus. 

There are three main sources of data about Belarusian entrepreneurship and small business that we have 

used for our theoretical part of the study: (1) studies conducted by international organizations, such as the 

World Bank, the International Financial Corporation, and European Commission reports, in addition to 

analyses made by local organizations; (2) Belarusian newspapers, magazines, and news portals and, (3) 

research devoted to the study of transition economies of Eastern Europe. 

2. Practise: we have interviewed 15 social entrepreneurs and 4 experts on (social) entrepreneurship. We 

have also conducted a survey of 20 NGOs’ representatives. We have asked them questions concerning the 

ecosystem they operate in: the barriers they face, who is supporting them and what they do need to develop 

their enterprises. Based on their answers we have come with recommendations to build up an ecosystem for 

Belarusian social entrepreneurship to flourish.  We believe that by following these recommendations the 

ecosystem for all kinds of entrepreneurs will improve and develop. 

Target group 

 

We hope to reach a broad spectrum of interested individuals and organisations that come to recognise social 

entrepreneurship as a potential business model for improving lives and the environment in Belarus. Also, we 

hope that this study could serve as a guide to social entrepreneurs trying to build a successful enterprise and 

could use some support in their adventure. Additionally, NGOs are an important target group, since they are 

potential candidates to try social entrepreneurship. Furthermore, we would like to stimulate aspiring social 

entrepreneurs to start social enterprises. 
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2. SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND ENTREPRENEURIAL ECOSYSTEM  

We use one of the definitions offered by the British national body for social enterprise Social Enterprise UK: 

‘Social enterprises are businesses that trade to tackle social problems, improve communities, people’s life 

chances, or the environment. They make the majority of their money from selling goods and services in the 

open market, just like entrepreneurs do, but they reinvest the majority of their profits back into the business 

or the local community. And so when they profit, society profits’. Because making profit is a part of their 

business model, social enterprises stay largely independent from grants, sponsorships or any other form of 

financial dependence.  

   

The motivations for setting up a social enterprise typically fall into one or more of three broad categories: 

      

● Employment – businesses that provide employment, training and support for marginalised 

groups. 

● Service innovation – businesses that create or maintain services in direct response to social, 

environmental or economic needs in the community. 

● Income generation – businesses that generate profits to support other community or charitable 

not-for-profit activities.  

 

Social entrepreneurs can also create systemic change by introducing new practices, organizational structures, 

and business models that others adopt. The introduction of hospices, for example, changed how the medical 

system deals with end-of- life care. Perhaps the best-known example of a socially entrepreneurial innovation 

that has spread and caused systemic change is microfinance. This innovation, pioneered by Acción 

International, Grameen Bank, and others, has become so well-known that it has changed the financial 

systems for serving the poor in many parts of the world.  

 

Entrepreneurs in the broadest sense are a diverse group, from street vendors in Cairo’s Tahrir Square to the 

technology titans of Silicon Valley. But, regardless of their location, their size, or their industry, the 

environments in which entrepreneurs operate — the ecosystem — can and does dramatically impact their 

survival, their growth, and their success. That is why this ecosystem nurtures and supports any kind of 

entrepreneurial startup and growth — to ensure that entrepreneurs operate on a level playing field, that 

their rights are protected, and that the same rules are consistently applied to all.  

 

Some of the components of a supportive entrepreneurship ecosystem include a legal and regulatory 

framework that encourages certainty, good educational systems, and training opportunities that are 

responsive to the needs of entrepreneurs, as well as to the needs of their work force. Importantly, 

entrepreneurs need access to capital and financing. They need a supportive culture that embraces and 

celebrates entrepreneurship. A healthy ecosystem encourages individuals to act on entrepreneurial 

intentions and then supports that action. It provides political space for businesses to advocate for pro-

entrepreneurial policies, and upholds the rule of law to ensure businesses operate with the same 

opportunities and the same set of regulations. 

 

There are many stakeholders who can contribute to a healthy ecosystem for entrepreneurs to thrive. 

Entrepreneurship stakeholders may include government, schools, universities, the private sector, family 

http://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/
http://ssir.org/articles/entry/cultivate_your_ecosystem#sthash.UsdFo76g.dpuf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Government
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/School
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Private_sector
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Family_business
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businesses, investors, banks, entrepreneurs, social leaders, research centers, labour representatives, 

students, lawyers, cooperatives, communes, multinationals, private foundations, and international aid 

agencies. To understand the impact these stakeholders can have, it is necessary to study the entrepreneurial 

“ecosystem”, which encompasses all the elements that social entrepreneurs need to succeed. We divide the 

ecosystem into four elements: personal enablers, financial enablers, business enablers and environmental 

enablers. 

 

It is important to analyse the ecosystem small and medium entrepreneurs operate in. That is why in the next 

chapters you can read about the findings based on a secondary data research to gain better understanding 

the Belarusian ecosystem. Please be aware that these findings are singly based on what we have read in the 

online available iInternational and national sources. We do not aim to give recommendations based on these 

findings because this is not our area of expertise and not this study’s aim. However, we will give 

recommendations based on the findings of our primary data research, the opinions and voices of Belarusian 

social entrepreneurs and NGOs.  

 

3. PERSONAL ENABLERS  

Personal qualities play an important role in the process of becoming an entrepreneur. While some people 

were born with what we call an ‘entrepreneurial streak’, there are many others who can become great 

entrepreneurs given the right environment, education and assistance. In any case, personal development is 

essential for both types as the first stage on the way to starting a business. In the ecosystem personal 

enablers take part in entrepreneurs’ individual development: gaining the necessary knowledge, skills, 

expertise and learning how to create and run a business. At the same time, they also offer support and help 

entrepreneurs to build their confidence. Among personal enablers are:  

1. Formal education: the courses, programmes, classes and support centres at universities, colleagues and 

schools, which cultivate a spirit of entrepreneurship and provide students with the right tools to launch a 

successful venture. 

2. Non-formal and informal education: various seminars, trainings, programs and networking events 

organised by different NGOs, training centres, consulting agencies, funds, etc. 

3. Mentors/Advisers: usually, they are other entrepreneurs willing to share knowledge and real-life 

experience. Their personal example of success can motivate to take necessary risks. They also offer the moral 

support needed to assist entrepreneurs through the difficult and isolating early stages of starting a business. 

The experience of many countries shows that mentoring is one of the most effective ways of increasing the 

chances of success for starting enterprises.   

 

Only one university (Belarusian State Economic University) has as part of its Master Programme “Business 

Development Management” a module concentrated on business ideas and start-ups. There are 45 state 

and 10 private universities in Belarus. 30 universities (around 54%) in Belarus have Management 

programmes: Economics and Management for Enterprises (24 universities) and Business Administration, 

Economics and Management for Enterprises (5 universities). Proposed courses and disciplines concentrate on 

educating students to become good managers by focusing mainly on business processes, they do not include 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Family_business
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Investors
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bank
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Research_center
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Student
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lawyer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cooperatives
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Communes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multinational_corporation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Private_foundation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_aid_agencies
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_aid_agencies
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entrepreneurial thinking and action, creativity and innovation, and the process of creating and developing  of 

business ideas.  

Only two universities – the Institute of entrepreneurial activity and the Belarusian trade and economic 

university of consumer cooperatives – have entrepreneurship support centres: Entrepreneurship support 

centre and an economic club for students in schools and colleges ("Young Entrepreneur") and the Centre of 

business education. Also, an incubator of business projects opened up and works in Belarusian State 

University of Informatics and Radio Electronics.  

At the level of secondary education there are  two extracurricular courses that focus on basic knowledge of 

economics and entrepreneurship. These courses were  initiated by the Ministry of education. It has not been 

reported yet how popular these extra lessons are among students. In theory this is a good initiative, 

however, more findings on the practicality of this classes would be valuable. 

Different courses, trainings, seminars, programmes and projects on entreprenurship are offered in Belarus 

by business schools, consulting and training agencies, entrepreneurship support centres, incubators of 

small business and NGOs.  

There are around 10 schools and agencies that offer business education: mostly short-term seminars and 

trainings for top-managers, business owners and for a much wider audience, including professionals and 

managers. The leading private Business school IPM offers an Executive MBA at the Business Academy for 

Owners and General Management Programs for business owners who are interested in their professional 

growth and to become a top-manager. 

There are programs, trainings and seminars initiated by various NGOs, funds and social platforms that offer 

support to mainly social projects. Among them are: 

● U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) programme for professionals and specialists 

Community connections,  

● Social crowdsourcing platform Talaka,  

● The largest competition and supporting platform for social projects: Social Weekend  

● ODB Brussels,  

●  “ABC of Entrepreneurship”, 

● Youth Entrepreneurship Support and Development Centre,   

● Civil Society Network of Groups and Organisations, which includes network of Belarusian social 

enterprises  CINGO. 

 

Good examples of mentorship and advisory are mostly known in the IT-sphere. Startup Hub “ImaGuru”, 

Business Incubator of Hi-Tech Park Belarus, and the Center for Entrepreneurship Support "Technologies of 

start-ups" contribute to this. Some events, such as the Global Entrepreneurship Week (GEW) in Belarus, focus 

on mentorship and startup networking events.  

Conclusion 

 

http://www.uoipd.by/en/about-iea/entrepreneurship-support-centre-en.html
http://www.uoipd.by/en/about-iea/entrepreneurship-support-centre-en.html
http://www.uoipd.by/ru/scholars/klub-junyj-predprinimatel.html
http://cbo.i-bteu.by/
http://cbo.i-bteu.by/
http://fksis.bsuir.by/general-info/activities/developmentcenter/business-incubator
http://www.bsuir.by/index.jsp?&lang=en
http://www.bsuir.by/index.jsp?&lang=en
http://adu.by/?p=7575/
http://www.economy.gov.by/ru/small_business/support-of-small-enterprise/activities-of-infrastructure-to-support-small-businesses/center-predprin
http://www.economy.gov.by/ru/small_business/support-of-small-enterprise/activities-of-infrastructure-to-support-small-businesses/perechen-incubatorov
http://www.economy.gov.by/ru/small_business/support-of-small-enterprise/activities-of-infrastructure-to-support-small-businesses/perechen-incubatorov
http://eng.ipm.by/offer
https://www.usaid.gov/
http://belarusian.minsk.usembassy.gov/community_connections.html
http://www.talaka.by/
http://www.socialweekend.by/
http://odb-office.eu/
http://www.abcenter.by/
http://www.yesdc.org/
http://soccoop-by.info/
http://imaguru.co/ru
http://www.park.by/cat-31/
http://startupweekend.by/
http://startupweekend.by/
http://gew.by/en/
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We can see a huge lack of entrepreneurial approaches in formal education.  This is an alarming state of 

affairs. The entrepreneurial spirit often arises at an early age and is highly influenced by the education 

system, which can guide entrepreneurs and help innovation flourish. However, this is not happening in 

Belarus today. Not only are the young aspiring entrepreneurs being ill served, but society is missing out on a 

precious opportunity to promote and shape the next generation of entrepreneurs in their educational prime. 

Regarding non-formal education, we can see a small number of educational programmes that concentrate on 

development of entrepreneurial thinking. There is a rise of social projects development and education 

programs from various organisations, however, only a small proportion of them cover the topic social 

entrepreneurship and none are specifically focused on educating social entrepreneurs. In addition, sources 

tell us that many visible and succesful examples of mentoring are related to the IT sector, which causes a 

barrier for young entrepreneurs who need mentors and advisers in different spheres. 
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4. FINANCIAL ENABLERS 

The second ring of the ecosystem is represented by financiers who provide entrepreneurs with financial 

support for creating and growing their business. Among these enablers are: 

 

1. Equity Investors: they include family and friends, angel investors and venture capital funds. Typically, each 

of them provides a larger amount of capital as the start-up grows. The first round of capital, known as “seed” 

funding, often comes from the entrepreneur’s family and friends. Business angels chip in during a second 

round of fundraising. They focus on investments in companies at an early stage of development, which is 

riskier. Venture Capitalists prefer to invest in projects with medium risk, when the start-up has proven itself.  

However, as VCs aim to grow the business and sell their investments as quickly as possible, venture capital is 

not suitable for entrepreneurs who wish to keep  control of their companies and use profits for social 

purposes. 

 

2. Crowdfunding:  (Aspiring) entrepreneurs can use crowdfunding as a way to get funding to develop a 

product or service. It is a form of alternative finance, which has emerged outside of the traditional financial 

system. Crowdfunding is the practice of raising money for a project or venture from a large number of people 

mostly via an online platform. Also there can be other ways for crowdfunding like mail-order subscriptions, 

benefit events, etc. 

 

3. Microfinancing: a flexible form of the classic bank loan, that allows to start a business without a start-up 

capital and credit history. These lenders offer very small loans to aspiring entrepreneurs. Often, these are 

entrepreneurs of necessity that have no other access to capital. 

 

4. Banks and SME Financing: loans from banks require a deposit and more time for examination procedure 

in case of nascent businesses as they do not have a track record. Even if they can secure loans, high interest 

payments can become a problem for them.   

 

5. Government Programmes: They include funds, short-term loans, guarantees and other financing 

initiatives, for specific industries, in sectors in which the government perceives a need or wishes to influence 

behaviour. 

 

Only a handful equity investors exists in Belarus. Some of the entrepreneurs can get financial support from 

their families, but their number is unknown. There is only one official community of business angels and 

venture capital investors Bavin in Belarus. It is represented by 9 business angels and venture capital investors 

from various sectors. The average amount of money business angels provide is USD 50 000. Since 2010 

business angels have financed 13 starting companies of different sectors.  

 

To our knowlegde there are no Belarusian Venture Capital (VC) funds, although the news about opening of 

VCs periodically appears and experts say that the opening of a VC fund is only a matter of time. Interesting 

http://www.bavin.by/
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reasons about why there are no VC’s in Belarus were given by Nikolai Lyakhov, Executive Director of AVI 

Investment Company, “There is not a big number of  entrepreneurial people in Belarus; a lack of breakthrough 

technologies with local or international novelty; not enough  managers with business skills for 

commercialisation of large number of Belarusian inventions; and for Belarusian entrepreneurs it is not easy to 

invest their hard-earned money, so many of them just want to get significant results with relatively small 

investment.” 

 

Entrepreneurs may get investment through companies such as AVI Invest Company or international 

investment companies and platforms that cover Belarus (for example, Startup.Network). Also, aspiring 

entrepreneurs can find investments or grants during different competitions, meetups, Startup weekends, etc. 

that are organised in Belarus and  where they have the opportunity to pitch their ideas to potential investors.  

 

Three Crowdfunding platforms entered the Belarusian market in 2015. Crowdfunding platform Ulej kicked 

off in 2015. At the same time a social platform Talaka and the charity auction of meetings MaeSens, that 

have been already working for some time, have partially started to operate as crowdfunding platforms.  

 

The Belarusian microfinance market is in its renovation phase, primarily due to the entry of the decree 

№325 on 1st of January of 2015. With the decree The National Bank  became a full controller of microfinance 

activity in the country. Now, only Microfinance institutions from the registry of the National bank of the 

Republic of Belarus can regularly provide microloans. At the moment 106 organisations are on the list, 

including: pawnshops, consumer cooperatives of mutual financial assistance, the society of mutual financing 

of small and medium-sized businesses, foundations. They still do not actively lend to SMEs, however, experts 

believe, over time microfinancing will have serious players and operate well.  

 

Approximately half of the banks in Belarus today assign loans to SME and start-ups mainly for working 

capital, commercial mortgage, or the purchase of equipment. The information about loan options can be 

found on the websites of the banks as well as on the financial web portals Myfin.by, InfoBank, Benefit.by and 

others. The majority (11) of these banks are partners of the SME support programme  of the state 

Development Bank of the Republic of Belarus (the DBRB).  

 

DBRB elaborates  financing system for government programs and the implementation of socially significant 

investment projects. Its SME support programme is being implemented by means of granting credits at an 

affordable price and with transparent and clear requirements for borrowers. In the late 2015 DBRB presented 

two new services for SMEs. The first one is designed for startup companies: its main feature is to offer a low 

interest rate of 17% per annum in Belarusian rubles. The second service is focused on companies that cannot 

get credit support.  

 

The Government does develop and implememt special programmes for SME development. For the coming 

years the government will allocate 325,53 million dollars for the support of SMEs. The Belarusian government  

also offers financial support to SME’s via executive commitees, the Belarusian Fund for Financial Support of 

Entrepreneurs, Belarusian Innovation Fund and The State Committee for Science and Technology of the 

Republic of Belarus. To qualify for such assistance you have to operate in certain priority areas: production of 

goods (works, services), especially export-oriented and import-substituting; production aimed at energy and 

resource saving; new technologies and innovations.  

 

http://avinvest.by/novosti/problemyi-i-tendentsii-razvitiya-venchurnoy-deyatelnosti-v-belarusi/
http://avinvest.by/
https://startupnetwork.by/
http://ulej.by/
http://www.talaka.by/
https://maesens.by/
http://myfin.by/
http://infobank.by/
http://infobank.by/
http://benefit.by/
http://benefit.by/
http://brrb.by/
http://brrb.by/
http://brrb.by/
http://www.belarp.by/
http://www.belarp.by/
http://www.bif.ac.by/
http://www.gknt.gov.by/
http://www.gknt.gov.by/
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Conclusion 

 

The financial enablers in Belarus are in a developing phase. This is not strange as the Belarusian business 

sector is still young. Different funding options are available for SME and start-ups, though they are focused 

on specific priority areas, especially concerning governmental financial programmes. It could be argued that a 

problem with financing SME’s lies in the number of entrepreneurs and their readiness to receive an 

investment in any kind. According to several business investors there is a lack of good and investment-ready 

startups rather than a lack of investors. Educating startups and making them investment ready should 

therefore be the main priority. 
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5. BUSINESS ENABLERS 

In this chapter we discuss the main findings on the third element in the entrepreneur’s ecosystem:  Business 

Enablers. They provide important professional and technical support and include: 

1. Support Centres and Incubators: organizations designed to accelerate the growth and success of 

entrepreneurial companies through an array of business support resources and services that could include 

physical space, capital, coaching, common services, and networking connections. 

2. Network Associations: connect entrepreneurs with experienced business people and consultants who 

serve as mentors to tackle their business challenges such as legal and accounting. 

Professional services and incubators do exist but face a visibility problem. Two officially recognized types of 

business support for SME’s exist – entrepreneurship support centres and small business incubators. More 

than 80 % of them are private. According to the Ministry of Economy (2016) the official number of existing 

entrepreneurship support centres is 87 and 19 small enterprise incubators. Both centres and incubators face 

a visibility problem: only 39 out of 87 centres have a website, and only 10 out of 19 incubators have an 

accessible website. The lack of  visibility could raise some questions regarding their effectiveness in the 

search for entrepreneurs and thus in their overall activities. However, the Ministry of Economy did mention 

on its website data on the results of these business support centers and incubators for the year 2014: with 

the assistance of incubators 48 new jobs were created and provided together a total financial support worth 

6.1931 billion Belarusian rubles.  

Focus is largely on IT-startups. Since 2005, private as well as public initiatives are focusing on this highly 

potential sphere. The highly visible startup-hubs and incubators for IT-startups like the business incubator of 

Hi-Tech Park Belarus (HTP Belarus) and Startup Hub Imaguru illustrate this focus. Startup Hub Imaguru is a 

good example of the development of an ecosystem (education, mentorship, investors, workspace and 

events) for IT-startups.  Also the government encourages the growth of IT companies with tax breaks. 

An increase in network associations. In the last several years Belarus has seen an increase in its network 

associations  in the form of business clubs, business communities, co-working spaces and different business 

events that connect entrepreneurs to mentors/formal advisors who help them tackle business challenges. 

Also, different business associations and unions are active to protect the rights and interest of businesses but 

also carry out advisory and educational activities for their members. Despite having booked some results, 

such as the creation of the Inter-agency Commission on small business, business associations still do not play 

an important role in lobbying for business interests. This is due to the fact that so far there is no law that 

defines and regulates the work of business unions and associations. Given the growing level of cooperation 

between the state and business associations, the need to pass such a law is becoming more acute. 

Conclusion 

There are business centers, incubators and associations active in Belarus today. However, it is the impact 

they make to develop SME’s that is somewhat doubtful. The main reason for doubt has to do with a difficulty 

to analyse the impact of many of these organisations because of their low visibility and a lack of data on their 

http://www.economy.gov.by/ru/small_business
http://www.economy.gov.by/ru/small_business/support-of-small-enterprise/activities-of-infrastructure-to-support-small-businesses
http://www.park.by/cat-31/?lng=en
http://imaguru.co/en
http://oeec.by/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/%D0%90%D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%BB%D0%B8%D0%B7-%D1%81%D0%B5%D0%BA%D1%82%D0%BE%D1%80%D0%B0-%D0%BD%D0%B5%D0%BA%D0%BE%D0%BC%D0%BC%D0%B5%D1%80%D1%87%D0%B5%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%B8%D1%85-%D0%BE%D0%B1%D1%8A%D0%B5%D0%B4%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B5%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B9-%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B5%D0%B4%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%BC%D0%B0%D1%82%D0%B5%D0%BB%D0%B5%D0%B9.pdf
http://eng.oeec.by/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Analysis-of-Non-profit-Associations-of-Entrepreneurs.pdf


               

              M. Cheriakova & O. Kapachenia              No business as usual - Social entrepreneurship in Belarus 

  

 12 

performances from independent sources. A big focus by ambitious and effective hubs is now on IT startups. 

This is a positive trend which we only encourage. However, we also believe that these IT-focused incubators 

often fail to provide the basic services that many non-IT companies need, such as helping them access basic 

market data and drafting solid business plans. This is a serious failing in the ecosystem, as economies need to 

spur entrepreneurship in traditional industries such as retail and manufacturing and the new types of 

businesses like social entrepreneurship. 
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6. ENVIRONMENT ENABLERS 

We believe that setting up and developing (social) entrepreneurship results from the creativity, drive, and 

commitment of individuals rather than as a result of actions taken by government. However, the conditions 

that enable and/or constrain the process of entrepreneurship are affected by the wider social, economic, 

political, and institutional context, over which the state, culture and media has a major influence. The final 

ring in the entrepreneurship ecosystem includes a diverse group of environment enablers:  

 

● The regulatory framework: government agencies and private chambers of commerce can stimulate 

entrepreneurship by simplifying rules and providing incentives for start-ups. Unfortunatley, they can also 

create significant, even unbeatable, roadblocks for aspiring entrepreneurs.  

 

● Infrastructure: Good roads and internet access for all can stimulate entrepreneurship by making it easier 

to travel, access informations and being mobile for everyone. Also, research and development centres 

encourage academic science innovation that might boost the development of entrepreneurship on various 

levels.  

 

● Lobbying organizations: these groups could potentially use their size and leverage to pressure 

governments to amend certain regulations; they could also create associations or other support 

organizations for entrepreneurs by leveraging their own network of global successful entrepreneurs and 

associations.  

 

● The prevailing culture and media. Certain elements of a countries culture make it all the more difficult for 

stakeholders to understand the urgent need for regulatory reform and infrastructure upgrades, much less 

accomplish them. Given its power to change attitudes and inspire, media can create a positive image of 

entrepreneurs by writing success stories or they can focus on the failures and promote a more or less 

negative image of entrepreneurs.     

                                                        

The economic model is dominated by state enterprises. And that is a constraint towards the development 

of entrepreneurship. At around 30% of GDP, the share of the private sector remains low. Enterprise 

privatization has made slow progress and this is one of the reasons why only a handful of Belarusian 

businesses can compete on the international market.  

  

Entrepreneurs function in an unfriendly environment. An inappropriate and unpredictable regulatory 

system remains a major barrier to SME development in Belarus. According to most international studies, 

Belarusian government appears to make life challenging for entrepreneurs through administrative barriers 

and regulatory interference. 

 

In an International Finance Corporation (IFC) survey of enterprises in the country, the most commonly 

reported obstacles to business development by entrepreneurs were: administrative procedures (72% of 

respondents); attitudes of civil servants to private business (67%); and (ironically) activities undertaken by 

local authorities to create favourable conditions for private enterprise (57%). In other words the three most 

commonly reported obstacles all referred to aspects of the exercising of state power, which in Belarus is 

outside the influence of entrepreneurs (IFC, 2007). 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/docs_autres_institutions/commission_europeenne/comitologie/ros/2014/D033959-01/COM-AC_DR(2014)D033959-01(ANN1)_EN.pdf
http://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/1524c88043ec41a085d4bd869243d457/Business_Environment_in_Belarus_2013_Survey_Report_En.pdf?MOD=AJPERES
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According to Viktar Harbachou, the leader of Movement for free entrepreneurship, the most general barrier 

for entrepreneurs are the huge fines that are imposed for literally minor violations, e.g. a missing sanitary 

certificate for one tin of instant coffee. People are penalized with 60, 70 or even 100 thousand US dollars for 

the absence of a certificate. 

 

There are successful and dynamic businesses in some sectors, particularly in the IT sector. Outsourcing IT 

has become a unique sector in the Belarusian economy following Lukashenka's decree on Hi-Tech Park 

Belarus in 2005, granting it unique favorable tax privileges. The park has proven to be quite a success, an 

unusual phenomenon in the largely state-run economy of Belarus. Besides the Hi-Tech Park, Belarusian 

government has created more of these tax free havens that enjoy special beneficial business conditions: six 

free economic areas (0% profit tax for 5 years; 10% VAT) and the Belarusian-Chinese Industrial Park (0% profit 

tax for 10 years). 

 

Belarusian Chamber of Commerce and Industry is mostly concentrated on foreign economic activity and 

foreign investment, this is indicated in the Law on Chamber of Commerce. Thus SMEs and their development 

in Belarus are not among the main priorities of the Chamber and therefore this important agent for 

entrepreneurial support is not available for small and medium enterprises .                                                               

  

Infrastructure: relatively good roads and internet, but R&D centres could use some innovation. The basic 

infustructure for entreprenurship such as transport, Internet, etc. is in relatively good shape. For instance, by 

the end of 2014, Belarus totalled over 5 million Internet users, which constitutes 70% of the population aged 

15 to 74. Thus internet  is not only an integral part of everyday life, but also a platform for activities of state-

owned, private companies and organisations.  

 

Regarding research and development centres (R&D) Belarus still runs a Soviet Union model. The National 

Academy of Sciences of Belarus (NASB) with its scientific-application centers, research institutes, design and 

experimental facilities, libraries, museums, archives and publishing houses, are responsible for low results 

concerning research and development. According to Yauheni Preiherman, the major factors that explain the 

low productivity of Belarusian science have to do with ageing researchers and their international isolation.    

 

Business associations and unions do not play an important role in lobbying business interest. Business 

associations in Belarus are represented by two types - public associations and unions of legal entities, 

concentrate their work first of all on protection the rights and interests of business in government agencies. 

Despite some results they still do not play an important role in lobbying business interests and do not act as a 

full member of the tripartite social partnership (government – labour unions – employers). According the 

“The Analysis of the NonProfit Associations of Entrepreneurs Sector in Belarus” (Office for European 

Expertise and Communications, 2014) the main reason is not structured legal framework for non-profit 

business associations operation. The overall attitude of the state to the business associations can be 

expressed in the quotation representative of the Ministry of Economy, "they do not interfere with the state." 

Business associations claim a lack of attention from the state and point out the inconsistency of 

governmental decisions regarding business and the lack of a clear understanding of the business community 

problems. This neglection towards business associations is not expected to change any time soon.  

 

 

http://euroradio.fm/en/entrepreneurs-belarus-remain-defiant-despite-all-odds
http://www.cci.by/en/
http://www.cci.by/ru/content/%D0%B7%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%BE%D0%BD-%D0%BE-%D1%82%D0%BF%D0%BF
http://nmnby.eu/yearbook/2014/en/page15.html
http://nasb.gov.by/eng/index.php
http://nasb.gov.by/eng/index.php
http://belarusdigest.com/story/belarusian-science-gerontocratic-isolated-and-unproductive-17571
http://oeec.by/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/%D0%90%D0%BD%D0%B0%D0%BB%D0%B8%D0%B7-%D1%81%D0%B5%D0%BA%D1%82%D0%BE%D1%80%D0%B0-%D0%BD%D0%B5%D0%BA%D0%BE%D0%BC%D0%BC%D0%B5%D1%80%D1%87%D0%B5%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%B8%D1%85-%D0%BE%D0%B1%D1%8A%D0%B5%D0%B4%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B5%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%B9-%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B5%D0%B4%D0%BF%D1%80%D0%B8%D0%BD%D0%B8%D0%BC%D0%B0%D1%82%D0%B5%D0%BB%D0%B5%D0%B9.pdf
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According to various sources entrepreneurship suffers from a bad image. For the past 15 years the image of 

entrepreneurs had suffered badly. The government as well as the media are responsible for cultivating an 

image of idlers who do not wish to work but long for a big amount of money. Apparently, this image has 

stuck with Belarus through to now. Maryia Akulava (BEROC) explains this in her study (2011) as the following, 

“In Belarus people might be reluctant to become entrepreneurs because of the prevailing social and cultural 

attitudes, or the lack of necessary experience. Post-socialist economies all share the legacy of planning and 

suppression of private initiative. On the other hand, government’s policies and regulations might ‘cool down’ 

enthusiasm or people simply have had or heard of some bad experiences.”  

 

Tatyana Marinich, the Co-founder of Startup Hub Imaguru, mentioned as well that it is not embedded in 

Belarusian culture to think and act like entrepreneurs. Unfortunately, this culture is also not being promoted. 

An important barrier for development is the governmental disinterest in the development of 

entrepreneurship because they simply fear for entrepreneurial free and independent thinkers.  

 

Given these negative cultural norms towards entrepreneurship, it is not surprising that local media does 

little to promote entrepreneurship. There are some online business platforms like Ej.by, Probusiness.by and 

Bel.biz that promote entrepreneurship by sheding light on success stories and keeping the country updated 

about important business development. An expert on Belarusian media and the founder of TUT.by portal, 

Jury Zisser, explained that this low interest and visibilty from Belarusian media has to do with the fact that it 

is prohibited to mention a private company on television by law ‘on Advertisement’. Even when it is not an 

advertisement. He stated that  private media risk getting occused of taking a bribe as soon as they write 

something positive about a private business or businessman.  However, according to Jury Zisser, the main 

problem lies in the fact that  Belarusians are not used to reading about success stories of private businesses 

and are less interested in this. Low interest in success stories has to be taken into consideration when dealing 

with a medium such as the media.  

 

Conclusion 

 

According to the above mentioned findings we could say that the environmental enablers within the 

entrepreneurial ecosystem is very underdeveloped in Belarus. There is much reform needed especially 

concerning the regulatory framework, entrepreneurial organisations, media and the prevailing culture. 

Government agencies and entrepreneurial organisations could stimulate entrepreneurship by simplifying 

rules and providing incentives for start-ups. Likewise, they can create significant, even impossible, roadblocks 

for aspiring (social) entrepreneurs.  

 

  

http://kyky.org/business/nam-nuzhno-bolshie-dieniegh-bolshie-planov-i-bolshie-khipstierov-opyt-minskogho-kovorkingha
http://ej.by/
http://probusiness.by/
http://www.bel.biz/
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7. FINDINGS  

Voices of Social Entrepreneurs, Experts and NGOs 

 

Belarus is facing several social and economic challenges, mainly related to public health, social inclusion and 

migration. There is a high prevalence of non-communicable diseases triggered by lifestyle factors, that impact 

the socio-economic situation, reducing productivity and curtailing economic growth. As regards social 

inclusion, people with disabilities, elderly people, people with special needs and other vulnerable groups 

continue to face challenges with regard to their access to education and jobs. 

 

Also, environmental challenges such as water quality, waste management, nature protection, soil 

degradation, industrial pollution and radioactive contamination from the Chernobyl accident in 1986 remain 

key issues in Belarus.  

 

Belarus is a strongly centralized state with a large dominance of state-owned enterprises, which indicates 

that most social and environmental issues are being solved on the governmental level. The private sector and 

especially small and medium-sized enterprises remain marginalized. However, more and more people from 

in-and-outside the government realize that social entrepreneurship could just be the answer to these and 

other challenges. 

 

The State of Social Entrepreneurship in Belarus? To answer this question we have to talk with social 

entrepreneurs themselves, because of  a clear lack of data on social entrepreneurship in Belarus. And that is 

exactly what we did! Based on voices of social entrepreneurs, experts and NGOs we have gathered some 

intersting findings on their view on the development and promotion of SE in Belarus.  

 

1. 15 respondents have been interviewed who see themselves as social entrepreneurs. We used a 

qualitative case study using semi-structured interviews and a deductive approach by establishing 

a theoretical framework that guided the interviews and has been used in the analysis of the 

empirical data and recommendations. All of social entrepreneurs have indicated their wish to stay 

anonymous in order to give honest answers to sensitive questions.   

 

2. In addition, we have send out a questionairre to 20 representatives of Belarusian NGOs. Because 

NGO’s similarly seek to develop better social and envrionemntal conditions, and in many 

countries they have turned their business model towards a social entrepreneurial model, we 

wanted to hear their voices about social entrepreneurship.   

 

The first part of the findings is concentrated on the answers from social entrepreneurs and the experts. The 

second part will reveal the attitudes and opinions about social entrepreneurship from 20 NGOs. After 

presenting the findings, we will propose recommendations based on these findings, as well as some parts of 

the theoretical framework we discussed in the previous chapters on entrepreneurial ecosystem.   

 

 

 

 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/docs_autres_institutions/commission_europeenne/comitologie/ros/2014/D033959-01/COM-AC_DR(2014)D033959-01(ANN1)_EN.pdf
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Findings from Social Entrepreneurs and Experts  

 

Personal Enablers 

 

Personal reasoning as the main motive to start a social enterprise. Ten out of fifteen interviewees indicated 

that the reason to start a social enterprise was out of personal experience. This means that they have 

experienced personally, a social problem and thought of starting a social enterprise to tackle the problem. 

One social entrepreneur mentioned that because there was no educational or work related possibility for her 

son who suffers from mental disability, she started a social business that employs people with  mental 

disabilities. The rest of the social entrepreneurs indicated they saw a problem that commercial enterprises 

and the government did not offer a solution for so that gap they wanted to fill with a social entrepreneurial 

business model.  

 

An interesting thing all of them agreed on is the big lack of support from family and relatives. When they 

informed their family and friends about their idea of starting a social enterprise most of them did not 

understand why they would do such a thing. Only after seeing the results they have achieved, the family and 

friends started to understand and support. 

 

Only several Personal Enablers spotted. The majority of social entrepreneurs said that there is no trace of 

any educational program towards social entrepreneurship (or entrepreneurship for that matter) at the school 

or university level. The only programs they know that have offered education on social entrepreneurship are 

Socstarter and Talaka. However, Talaka is more a crowdsourcing platform for social projects and not so much 

for social entrepreneurs. And Socstarter ran only two years and stopped running its training program 2 years 

ago. 

 

We need a coach and trainings!  All 15 social entrepreneurs indicated that most urgently they need a coach 

and entrepreneurial trainings. Improving their selling and marketing skills is number one on their priority list. 

 

Business Enablers 

 

Business Enablers, where are you? According to most social entrepreneurs the private and public business 

sector is not offering any support. They say that some companies have a CSR policy in work, however, it 

usually involves helping charities and social projects, not social entrepreneurship. 

 

No partnerships with other businesses. On the question of whether they have sought partnerships with 

private businesses, six social entrepreneurs answered that while they have had some ideas and did approach 

some other organisations to partner up, they failed to do so. Especially when it comes to private 

commercially oriented businesses as they did not think that they would be interested in partnering up with 

social enterprises.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.socstarter.com/
http://www.talaka.by/
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Financial Enablers 

 

No financial players in Belarus supporting Social Enterprises. This is a shared opinion of all the social 

entrepreneurs surveyed. Several social entrepreneurs have indicated that, in general, for small and medium 

enterprises it is very difficult to get a loan in Belarus. While there are some banks in Belarus, that focus on 

SME’s, they want the business to be scalable and already worth something. It is almost impossible for SE to 

knock on a Banks’ door and ask for a loan. Most social entrepreneurs that have registered their company as a 

commercial entity complain that the available international funds are only accessible to NGO’s and not to 

social enterprises.  

 

Currently there is only ‘Social weekend’, an offline platform that offers small grants for social projects from 

private/public investors. However, the amounts that are given there are quite small and often only sufficient 

for a small part of what social entrepreneurs need. There has appeared in 2015 a crowdfunding platform 

called Ulej, where social enterprises can sell their product or service and get financial support from the 

Belarusian crowd. While several interviewed social entrepreneurs have mentioned this option, most social 

entrepreneurs are skeptical about this form of raising money. Probably this has to do with a new and 

unfamiliar concept that is only in its test face and thus does not show clear good examples. 

 

Environmental Enablers  

 

Social entrepreneurship is unknown and suffers from a bad image. All interviewed SE agreed that social 

entrepreneurship is a very unknown concept to most Belarusians. More specifically they stated that the 

words ‘Social’ and ‘Entrepreneurship’ do not go well together for many Belarusians. This has mainly to do 

with the distrust towards entrepreneurs in the country. Businessmen are portrayed as money wolves that are 

corrupt and thus earn a dishonest living. A promoter of this bad image is according to many social 

entrepreneurs the state and the media. Both actors have a tendency to report on entrepreneurs with a 

suspicious eye. Reporting how private entities closed down because of tax fraud. This negative image of 

entrepreneurs does not benefit social entrepreneurs, quite the opposite actually. Working within a social 

sphere and thus often with people that are vulnarable and trying to make a living out of that is not very well 

received or understood by most Belarusians. According to the SE and their experiences many people still 

believe that social services is the responsibility of the government, because traditionally social services were 

supplied by the state.  So, the first finding is that social entrepreneurship is very unknown to most 

Belarusians and that social entrepreneurship suffers from an image problem. 

 

The biggest stumbling block for development of social entrepreneurship is Belarusian mentality towards 

entrepreneurship. All social entrepreneurs surveyed have indicated that the biggest barrier towards 

developing their social business and others is that Belarusian people tend to think in problems rather than in 

solutions. One social entrepreneur described it as following ‘most Belarusians tend to think that they don’t 

have a power or a say in something. They think that the world will change by itself or by the government’. 

Another social entrepreneur described it as a psychological block towards change. He said “we need a mental 

shift that will make people responsible for things that don’t work, instead of relying on the government that 

does not do enough.” 
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Another problem, that many social entrepreneurs identified, is that Belarusians have a big problem selling 

things or how they often see it is to beg for money (even if they sell a good product, they still think that this is 

asking for money). “Asking for help in general is considered a shameful thing, - one social entrepreneur 

explained. This is embedded in our culture. People that ask for help are considered weak. This is a difficult  

It is scary to be an entrepreneur. According to the majority of surveyed social entrepreneurs a big fear exists 

towards the amount of paperwork, laws and regulatory system of control. Many SE’s fear that they have 

missed a law change and will end up having a fine because they filled in their tax system wrongly or that they 

did not have the right paperwork. This is discouraging many people to start an enterprise in Belarus, because 

you ran a big risk of being punished for a minor mistake. “You feel like being hunted” is what a social 

entrepreneur said during the interview. Also, the licensing and getting the right certificate is a major burden 

for many interviewed social entrepreneurs wanting to sell a product that is not a souvenir. The financial and 

administrative burden is very high and discouraging to become a registered enterprise. 

Additionally, a big discouragement involves opening up a legal entity. Several social entrepreneurs have 

indicated that opening up a legal entity is not the problem, it’s closing one down. This procedure can take up 

to six months and requires a lot of checks and balances from the governmental side. “Basically the 

government will check everything you have been doing over the period of entrepreneurial activity and will try 

to find something they can fine you on”, are the words of one social entrepreneur. This obviously discourages 

many people to start an enterprise. 

Government, please don’t bother if you cannot support. Most social entrepreneurs see the government as 

an agent that does not help at all, however, several have indicated that they would like to be acknowledged 

by this agent. They believe that if the government sees them as a harmless and effective service provider 

they will be able to enjoy some benefits. However, at this stage they prefer not to be bothered by the 

government. 

Media is supportive towards the social aspect of social entrepreneurship. According to most social 

entrepreneurs especially the media has been of a support towards social entrepreneurs. Media is curious 

about this new type of business and wants to report about it. However, most of the time the journalists are 

curious about the social aspect and not so much on the entrepreneurial side of this concept.  

Social entrepreneurship is often seen as a workplace for people with disabilities. According to social 

entrepreneurs many people associate social enterprises with a workplace for people with disabilities only. So, 

other forms of social enterprises are not known or recognised. The reason behind it is most likely what we 

have found in the theoratical part concerning the support from the government. Therefore, the enterprises 

that employ at least 50% people with disabilities do not have to pay income tax from their gross profit  

(excluding trade and procurement and brokering activities).   In this way the government support only this 

type of social entrepreneurs, not others that offer a solution to other social problems via an entrepreneurial 

path.  

We need a legal form for our social business. All interviewed SE’s have indicated a big need towards a 

special legislation for social entrepreneurs. The main reason for this is to make it easier to apply for financial 

support inside and outside of Belarus and maybe enjoy some other benefits. Currently, the SE’s vary in the 

legal entity they have registered in. While 6 out of 15 interviewed choose a commercial entity and have thus 

a small business with more than 1 employee. Two out of 15 opened an NGO and the rest is registered as a 

sole proprietorship. They indicated that the reason to open a certain legal entity was based on the social aim 

of the enterprise and the available resources.   
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Findings from NGOs 

The experience of many EU-countries shows that for NGOs social entrepreneurship is becoming a way to be 

sustainable and independent, especially in the situation of reducing of financial support from Governments 

and funds. Therefore, we interviewed the representatives of different Belarusian NGOs in order to see what 

they know about SE and whether they would be interested in social entrepreneurship. 

Generally, more than a half of the respondents understand the SE’s concept, but there is still confusion 

between CSR and SE. Almost 70 % agree that NGOs in Belarus do not know about SE.  Among the reasons 

they mentioned: 1) NGOs think that SE is a different sector, which is closer to business, than to social sphere; 

2) Lack of understanding of the SE concept, how it works and how it can be implemented in Belarus; 3) the 

lack of information and real life examples. 

At the same time 62.5 % respondents have considered SE for sustainable development, but there are 

several issues that stops them: 1) lack of human resources, time, experts, knowledge, experience and 

investments; 2) legislation on SE and lack of knowledge of the legal aspects of SE; 3) lack of assurance that it 

will work in Belarus; 4) consideration that they are more effective as NGOs; 5) lack of good examples of social 

enterprises in Belarus; 6) economic crisis. Also, some do not believe social entrepreneurship is a promising 

model and some of them do not want to go out of their NGO comfort zone. 

Among the biggest barriers for the development of social entrepreneurship in Belarus NGOs’ representatives 

also named 1) the absence of governmental program on SE, lack of support and interests from the 

government; 2) the lack of "eco-environment" of SE and education on it; 3) Belarusian mentality and 

inactivity; 4) lack of professionals in the sphere. 

Also they stated that social entrepreneurship will be better understood among younger generation who are 

less influenced by the negative attitude towards entrepreneurship.  

NGOs who have organised activities on SE mentioned receiving positive feedback from participants, had 

requests for consultations on this topic and the participants reported about changes in their work after the 

activities. 
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8. RECOMMENDATIONS for all Stakeholders Capable of Impacting the Entrepreneurial 

Ecosystem.  

Based  mainly on the practical findings we propose some recommendations to improve the ecosystem of 

(social) entrepreneurship in Belarus. Most recommendations involve the participation of the government, 

NGO’s, (social) entrepreneurs and private parties. This is a holistic set of recommendations that all 

stakeholders within the entrepreneurial ecosystem must consider. When implementing this we believe that 

the results could have a sizable impact on the creation of a vibrant social entrepreneurial culture, driving 

economical and social activities and creating jobs for all. There are several notes that we would like to make.  

The first note is that the recommendations often involve the promotion and development of 

entrepreneurship because social entrepreneurs are real life entrepreneurs, only focusing their mission on 

social or environmental development. That is why developing entrepreneurship means developing social 

entrepreneurship. The second note is on the depth of the recommendations. Some recommendations are 

quite simple and short term focused, whilst other are more complex and long-term related. We offer a high-

level recommendation on a broad variety of topics and suggest to create task teams to follow up and 

perform these recommendations.  

We have divided the recommendations in four sections, 1. Changing the bad image that social 

entrepreneurship has in Belarus. 2.Offer mentorship and guidance to existing and aspiring social 

entrepreneurs and their promoters. 3. Make it easier for Social Entrepreneurs to start a business. 4. 

Recommendations for NGOs. 

Changing the Bad Image (Social) Entrepreneurship has in Belarus. 

Embracing entrepreneurship and making it a part of Belarusian culture will ensure that entrepreneurship and 

social entrepreneurship will become deeply embedded in Belarusian approach to doing business by seeding 

the concept in schools, companies, media coverage and the culture at large. More concretely: 

● It all starts with the youth: so bring (social) entrepreneurship to the classroom at schools and 

universities. 

Belarus lacks formal education on entrepreneurship. As we have seen in the theoretical part of this study 

only one university has a module on business ideas and start-ups. Though around 54% of universities in 

Belarus have Management and Business Administration programmes proposed courses do not include 

entrepreneurial thinking and action, creativity and innovation, and the process of creating and developing of 

business ideas. Only one university has an entrepreneurship support centre and one university has a business 

incubator. On the level of secondary education there are two extracurricular courses that focus on basic 

knowledge of economics and entrepreneurship, but it has not been reported yet how popular these extra 

lessons are among students.  This is an alarming state of affairs. The entrepreneurial spirit often arises at an 

early age and is highly influenced by the education system, which can guide entrepreneurs and help 

innovation proliferate. However, this is not happening in Belarus today. Not only are Belarusian young 

aspiring entrepreneurs being ill served, but society is missing out on a precious opportunity to promote and 

shape the next generation of entrepreneurs in their educational prime. 

Schools should be able to teach their students about (social) entrepreneurship and help build an 

entrepreneurial culture. This is mainly a governmental level of change that involves ministry of education to 

collaborate with educational entrepreneurial organizations, to jointly promote curricula that include 

entrepreneurship. Educators can creatively reinforce these lessons by, for instance, creating competitions in 
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which students present business plans to a panel of experts, who perhaps are successful entrepreneurs. 

These types of inter-school events can be great motivators and create group spirit among students and 

teachers alike. At high school level it is equally important to educate the teachers on (social) 

entrepreneurship. Organizing seminars on this topic would be an option. 

 
 

 

At the university level, the goal is more specific: to provide more students with the desire, skills and 

knowledge to start a company. To this end, more universities should establish major and minor degrees in 

entrepreneurship that cover topics such as business planning, problem solving, project management, risk 

management, finance and accounting. This coursework might include small, specialized seminars in which 

students work closely with a professor to create a business plan that is presented to angel investors or VC 

firms at the end of the term for possible financing. Even students who are not seeking a major or minor in 

entrepreneurship could one day benefit from these courses. With this in mind, universities might consider 

altering the requirements for some existing degrees (e.g. business and engineering) to include a few 

entrepreneurship-related courses (the same way an ethics course is required of business graduates). Outside 

of the classroom, universities could support entrepreneurship clubs in which professors, business managers 

or established entrepreneurs present insights and training. 

 

The media could take a more proactive role by regularly covering (social) entrepreneurial issues and 

seeking out these success stories. By interviewing entrepreneurs and asking for their experience and 

barriers, they will unravel the truth from the myths concerning entrepreneurship and present that to the 

public. Regarding specifically social entrepreneurship promotion, journalists could be offered a training on 

what social entrepreneurship is and why it is important to cover as much as possible about it. Especially 

reporting on success stories could benefit the media (as they have a nice topic to uncover) as well as the 

image of social entrepreneurship. 
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Break with the stereotypical entrepreneur is a young IT geek. These stereotypes reinforced by Facebook, 

Google, Viber, Wargaming and more present a limited view on who can become an entrepreneur. Not every 

start-up must be IT related and not every aspiring entrepreneur is fresh out of school. Entrepreneurs can be 

seasoned executives from traditional industries or a stay at home mum with a great idea. This is especially 

true for social entrepreneurs. To this end, entrepreneurial networks and associations should support non-IT 

ventures and governments should not fixate on the IT industry. They would be wise to create or support 

social entrepreneurial incubators that provide mentoring, financial assistance and support to social 

entrepreneurs in various fields. Likewise, venture capital firms should establish funds aimed at non-

technology industries, such as consumer goods, health, retail and education. 

Change behaviors and evolve the culture. Discuss social entrepreneurship every day and generate a hype 

around a handful of success stories. Public figures should use their high-profile positions to promote – even 

glamorize – (social) entrepreneurship by describing what it takes to be an entrepreneur and how 

entrepreneurs enrich socially and economically themselves and the country. Belarusian High-impact 

entrepreneurs like Wargaming and Viber could be used by the officials whenever opportunities arise. 

Maesens is a good example of social enterprise in Belarus – for instance, in speeches on the state of the 

economy. By doing so they create a hype around major entrepreneurial success stories by name, relentlessly 

spreading the word of their accomplishments and elevating these high-impact entrepreneurs so they become 

role models. 

 
   

 

Offer Mentorship and Guidance to Existing and Aspiring Social Entrepreneurs and their 

Promoters.  

 

Setting up a social entrepreneurship service center or a social entrepreneurial incubator. Within this 

incubator social entrepreneurs can engage with NGOs to create conferences, forums and programs to share 

http://maesence.by/
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ideas and experiences, and facilitate networking. For instance, they could set up mentoring programs so 

aspiring social entrepreneurs could benefit from real-life business experience and insights. This could become 

the place where social entrepreneurs can meet experienced counterparts, discuss their ideas and get 

feedback and support on developing their business plans. Within this incubator acceleration programs can be 

developed that vet, identify and train social entrepreneurs with the highest potential, then give them a leg-

up by providing human resources support, capabilities development, financing and professional services.  

 

 

 
 

Give guidance to the existing promoters of social entrepreneurship. We have identified a handful of 

initiatives that have made it their core mission to promote social entrepreneurship in Minsk, such as Social 

Weekend and Talaka. These NGOs, private initiatives and youth platforms are setting up training programs, 

lectures and gatherings for social entrepreneurs. However, many of them face a barrier, partially because 

they are not sure about how to promote such an ambiguous term or in some cases they are not aware of 

what social entrepreneurship actually means and mix it up with NGO’s or a social projects or even CSR. 

Therefore, it would be good to give these promoters  guidelines and definitions for social enterprises. This 

could be done via a website, which will focus on social entrepreneurship. Or possibly educate a pool of 

experts/trainers that could be invited to promote social entrepreneurship in different lectures and programs. 

 

Established entrepreneurs should give time, advice and seed funding to aspiring entrepreneurs. Successful 

Belarusian Entrepreneurs can support social entrepreneurs by offering them mentorship and advice. They 

can do this for example as part of their CSR policy. Also, many social entrepreneurs need guidance in how to 

approach partners to support them in turning their social enterprise into a successful and competitive 

enterprise. 

 

Tap into the diaspora. Successful Belarusians living abroad can be a source of knowledge and connections. 

Over the years, many Belarusians most talented people have sought better opportunities abroad. One group 
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are the students and young professionals who leave the country to seek foreign education or better 

economical conditions (ANDREI YELISEYEU, 2014). The other group are the emigrants that have left decades 

ago – even raised families outside their native country. Both these groups often maintain strong familial and 

emotional ties to their homeland. Belarusian government and NGOs would be wise to tap this enormous, 

friendly network of business expertise for advice and insights on several fronts: the legal and regulatory 

reforms necessary to encourage entrepreneurship; specific industry knowledge; and cultural fit 

(understanding the local culture is extremely valuable when it comes to translating ideas into workable 

projects and policy initiatives). What is more, these people can serve as mentors to aspiring entrepreneurs. 

Home ministries might, for instance, sponsor local talent to work abroad with expatriates to gain experience 

and then return home. 

 

Measure the impact social enterprises make. None of the social entrepreneurs surveyed mentioned that 

they were measuring the impact they were making. The value generated by social enterprises will typically be 

measured in terms of the achievement of their social, cultural or environmental mission, as well as their 

financial sustainability.  Measuring the impact social enterprises make is a very good and effective tool to 

showcase the change and innovation they create. Measuring, for example, young people that gained new 

skills, jobs being created, pollution diminished, whatever the aim of the social entrepreneurs, it is crucial to 

show the world that this is not business as usual. Moreover impact figures can also attract investors and 

partners.  Social entrepreneurs should be trained on what kind of tools to use to measure the impact and 

how to promote these through various channels.  

 

 

 

Make it Easier for Social Entrepreneurs to Start a Business.  

Offer training to Investors, bankers and public servants. To better analyze specific venture opportunities and 

assess the impact of government policies on (social) entrepreneurship. Working with NGOs, successful 
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entrepreneurs might participate in “exchange programs”, in which public servants work for a time in the 

private sector to get first-hand, VC or entrepreneurial experience. In this way, public servants learn what it is 

to be an entrepreneur and will understand how their policies influence entrepreneurial practice. This could 

on a long term impact the regulatory system and reduce the image of entrepreneurship being a scary and 

risky thing. 

Eliminate red tape. Government should give many kinds of support to all types of enterprises. The 

theoretical as well as the practical part of this research addressed the barrier of administrative steps 

necessary to set up an enterprise. A significant part of entrepreneurial time and effort is devoted to fulfilling 

different state requirements. This concerns mainly the large number of certification procedures, confusion 

about which department to go to, and very often being send from pillar to post. Each procedure requires 

resources such as employees involvement, time and money. Thus regulatory burdens can affect the 

development of all businesses, but can be a particular barrier during the start-up period, when (social) 

entrepreneurs face many other demands on their time, in a context where resources can be particularly 

scarce. All this affects transaction costs, which in turn can have implications for competitiveness, both 

domestically and internationally.  

 

A big help will be by offering assistance to social entrepreneurs where and how they could get support. A well 

operating business association and private chamber of commerce could offer such assistance. In addition 

government and private businesses could be encouraged to buy products and services via social enterprises. 

One way to encourage private business to buy via social enterprises is to help them align their CSR goals and 

purchasing processes to social entrepreneurs. Most CSR policies now focus on charity and community service 

while procurement is driven by price, quality and risk avoidance. This can change if more social enterprises 

will be offering a qualitatively high product or service and challenge private businesses to add them to the 

mix. 

 

  

 

Social entrepreneurs should focus on partnerships also when it comes to funding. While partnerships are 

not necessarily linked to access of funding, we argue however that this is exactly how social entrepreneurs 
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should start seeing a partnership: as a revenue sharing partnerships. This involves social entrepreneurs 

thinking innovatively and identifying partners who can bring economic value to both parties. The partner may 

share intellectual value or property, which adds value to the venture in a completely unique way. The beauty 

of this avenue is that it is a win-win situation for both parties involved.  

 

Seek finance through Crowdfunding. Crowdfunding involves raising capital, usually in small amounts, from a 

large number of people. In the Internet Era, this is predominantly happening online through a variety of 

crowdfunding platforms – each with their own approach and community. In Belarus only three crowdfunding 

platform exist today: Ulej.by, Maesens.by and Talaka.by. While Crowdfunding platforms are a very new and 

not yet a popular way of raising money, we recommend social entrepreneurs to seriously consider this 

option. It is a great way to both raise some initial money through pre-sale of their product/service and also to 

test out the market with real customers (as opposed to a handful of investors). In addition, crowdfunding 

allows the building of  a community of supporters, as well as get associated press and media that spread the 

word about the product and mission that  social enterprises try to sell.  

 

 
 

 

Speaking of a new approach to finance. We recommend to start exploring and developing impact investment 

that can play a crucial role in launching and sustaining social enterprises. Impact investors use a variety of 

financial methods including loans, guarantees and private equity, seeking a financial return as well as positive 

social impact. For now it is important to develop basic education on the landscape of impact investment 

among emerging social entrepreneurs and different types of investors.  

 

Study social entrepreneurs in its broadest definition. As theory and practice have shown, the level of social 

entrepreneurial activity is low in Belarus. There is no reliable statistical information on social 

entrepreneurship, as the notion is very new for Belarus and there is no consensus on the definition. We 
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believe that following the strict definition of social entrepreneurship from the literature could result in 

finding only a handful of social entrepreneurs in Belarus at all. Therefore, we suggest relaxing the criteria that 

are included in the definition for a certain amount of time until more social entrepreneurs enter the 

Belarusian market. But, in the meantime study this broader group of social entrepreneurs, their inspirations, 

environment and the barriers they face. Having reliable data on these topics will be very beneficial to many 

actors that try to identify and promote social entrepreneurship and will bring deeper understanding of this 

phenomenon in Belarus. In addition, having reliable data on SE could be of use when suggesting specific legal 

framework conditions, including beneficial treatment for social entrepreneurs. 

 

Set up legislation for social enterprises to vastly enhance their ability to operate and thrive (long term 

recommendation!). Currently, there is no legislation concerning social enterprises in Belarus. However, these 

changes will have a major positive impact such as (1) legal definition of social enterprise, (2) will grant social 

enterprises a number of specific right like a special treatment in granting of licenses and certificates, (3) 

making it easier for SE’s to secure capital and form partnerships with the public, private and third sectors, (4) 

offer an ability to track the exact number of social entrepreneurs and enterprises active in Belarus. Today, 

the existing social businesses in Belarus are hidden under the legally recognized entities such as a a LLC, Sole 

proprietorship and NGOs making it very difficult to track them. 

 

Surely this is a long-term change; first, the government has to understand the value social enterprise can 

bring the economy and the society. For this to happen key actors like influential governmental thinktanks, 

different ministries and advisors, local and national media and independent organizations promoting social 

entrepreneurship have to work together to increase this understanding.             

 

Recommendations for NGOs   

   

Spreading the word about social entrepreneurship and its benefits to strengthening NGOs financial 

sustainability. There is great need to change from a traditional NGO that secures and implements 

government development and aid projects toward a development organization that can think creatively, act 

independently and account for its actions openly. However, if a NGO does not know the existence or 

possibility of a different business model than no step towards this model can be expected. Therefore, we 

recommend to spread the information about social entrepreneurship and give examples of NGOs 

implementing a social  business in various gatherings, conferences and campaigns targeting NGOs.  
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Organize special courses for NGOs where they learn how to integrate long term vision, strategic thinking 

and long term planning as an essential component of their working criteria. All too often, NGOs still work 

on an ad hoc basis, and try to deal with the consequences of the problems rather than with their causes. 

These NGOs have no clear vision or strategy: they are far too short-term oriented. Only with a clear idea of 

the pursued goals can real long-term and sustainable development cooperation be accomplished. Apart from 

working on vision and strategy during these courses NGOs leaders and employees can learn about different 

ways they could integrate a social business model into their NGO - whether this will be by replacing their 

NGO entirely with a social enterprise or by starting a social business that will generate profits to support their 

not-for-profit activities.  

 

Provide business consultancy to guide NGOs in making a transition towards a social enterprise. Make sure 

these consultants are there to help with the development of business plans for each business unit, working 

with — not just for — the board and managers.  
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9. CONCLUSION  

Social entrepreneurs do exist in Belarus and are in need of support and recognition in their missions to bring 

positive change in social and environmental areas. With this report we have shed light on the voices of social 

entrepreneurs in Belarus and discovered, in the second part, that what social entrepreneurs need most is a 

proper education on how to build a successful business as well as an improvement on awareness and 

knowledge about social entrepreneurship. 

 

In the first part of this report we have identified and analysed the ecosystem of Small Medium Enterprises 

(SME’s) using online recourses. Our main findings include that despite the unfriendly environment, 

entrepreneurs continue to build their businesses using the very possibility of private initiative. Also, that 

since 2005 Belarus has been building an army of programmers and this IT focus has resulted in the birth of 

many succesful and internationally recognised IT companies. It is important not to neglect other forms of 

enterprises that may bring social as well as economic gain for Belarus.   

We believe that social entrepreneurs are just like entrepreneurs but with a social mission, and thus benefit 

from gaining insights into the general entrepreneurial ecosystem. Knowing the ecosystem and what is 

available as well as what needs to improve will stimulate all stakeholders to consider improving business, 

personal, financial and environmental enablers for social entrepreneurs to thrive and develop. In addition, it 

is crucial that stakeholders start recognising the social value and impact on Belarusian economy, society and 

environment social entrepreneurs make. To support this recognition we recommend that social 

entrepreneurs  begin measuring and promoting the results and impacts they make and start to get rewarded 

for their contribution to Belarusian economy. 

Creating an social entrepreneurial culture will take time, especially in a country like Belarus where 

entrepreneurial aspirations are not well understood or necessarily respected. The first step is to understand 

what drives social entrepreneurs and identify the resources they need to succeed. Government, individual 

entrepreneurs, NGOs and corporations – everyone with a vested interest in job creation and social and 

economic growth – must make a concerted, coordinated effort to develop an social entrepreneurial 

ecosystem. Success will depend on everyone taking ownership and action on their own and by persuading  

others to act. 

By raising awareness about social entrepreneurship and what it could do to change peoples lives will be a 

good start to developing social entrepreneurship. But, even more importantly, Belarusians have to recognise 

that they are in charge of their lives. By positioning themselves in the drivers seat instead of the passenger, 

they can improve social and environmental conditions by becoming entrepreneurs who tackle these issues 

through a business model. 

 

Action: Let’s start spreading the word about social entrepreneurship today! 
“Social entrepreneurship is entrepreneurship with a social mission. A social enterprise delivers just like any 

other company product or service and a business model. Making money is not the main goal; it is a means to 

accomplish the mission. The purpose of social enterprise is to create social value, also known as impact” 
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