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Barriers to access social assistance 
and special social services in Kazakhstan

Improving Access to Poverty-
Targeted Social Assistance and 
Special Social Services 

Key messages:

Poverty-targeted social assistance:
• In the poorest areas of Mangystau and Kyzylorda oblasts and of Astana city, there is 

limited awareness of poverty-targeted social assistance and of information about it, 
including on eligibility criteria and the application process. 

•	 Restrictive	eligibility	 rules	mean	 that	 low-income	households	are	unable	 to	benefit	
from	poverty-targeted	social	assistance.	The	research	findings	highlighted	the	need	to	
raise the income eligibility threshold and update the means testing approach.

• Onerous documentation requirements deter people from applying and can delay the 
receipt	of	benefits	by	 those	who	do	apply.	The	process	of	document	 issuance	could	
be	simplified	and	the	design	and	coordination	of	social	assistance	and	employment	
activation policies improved.

Special social services:
• In the poorest areas of Mangystau and Kyzylorda oblasts and of Astana city, people 

lack information about special social services; including about what is available, the 
application process and the eligibility criteria. Targeted outreach can better identify 
families	in	difficult	life	situations	and	provide	them	with	information.	

• Time- and distance-factors either deter households from applying and taking-up 
special social services or are inconveniences in receiving the necessary support. 

• The stigma around disability is making parents reluctant to seek support for their child. 
Public education is needed to change societal attitudes towards disability.

Although Kazakhstan has made rapid and 
impressive progress, since independence, 
towards impro ving the economic and social 
conditions of the population, pockets of 
vulnerability remain (Kubedbayeva and 
Barrientos, 2017; Babajanian et al., 2015). A 
broad and mature social protection system is in 
place in Kazakhstan however, as this brief makes 
clear, some key adjustments must be made to 
the system to prevent vulnerable families from 
slipping through the cracks.

This policy brief gives recommendations for 
improving the design and delivery of social 
assistance and special social services for 
families with children in Kazakhstan. Its focus is 
on how low-income families and families living 
in poor areas can be better supported to access 
these forms of support. The recommendations 
are supported by research conducted in three 
regions – Kyzylorda oblast, Mangystau oblast, 
and Astana city – which generated evidence 
on the barriers that low-income families 
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Figure 1:  Awareness of TSA by oblast
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Astana
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41%
33% 15%

Source: household survey

with children face in trying to access these 
entitlements.
This study uses a mixed-methods approach, 
consisting of qualitative interviews with low-
income families1	 and	 families	 in	 difficult	 life	
situations2,	specifically	with	families	containing	
children with disabilities or limited capabilities 
in low-income raions, and a quantitative survey. 
The survey is representative of households 
with children in low-income raions in the three 
oblasts, and contains nearly 4,000 respondents 
who represent 47,000 households in the 
population.

This brief outlines the main messages from 
this research on barriers to access; (i) poverty-
targeted social assistance; and (ii) special social 
services, and provides recommendations for 
how these can shape policy.

Poverty-targeted social assistance
There is limited awareness of poverty-
targeted social assistance and of 
information about it (including on 
eligibility criteria and the application 
process)
•  Only 24% of respondents to the survey had 
heard of targeted social assistance (TSA)3 and 
29% had heard of the state child allowance 
(SCA)4. There are regional differences, with 
41% having heard of TSA in Astana, 33% in 
Kyzylorda oblast and just 15% having heard of 
TSA in Mangystau oblast (Figure 1).
• In Mangystau oblast, low-income 
households, who need the assistance most, 
are by far the least likely to be aware that 
it exists. In the other regions, the pattern of 
how wealth relates to awareness is less clear 
(e.g. in Kyzylorda oblast the poorest and the 
richest are both more likely to be aware of the 
assistance than those in the middle).

1   Low	income	families	were	identified	on	the	basis	of	a	series	of	proxies	including	the	household	head	being	engaged	in	
agriculture or the informal economy; the household head having a chronic illness or disability; the household having many children 
and the dwelling being in a neighbourhood far away from the centre of the settlement. Low income is therefore a broader category 
than	poverty,	as	defined	by	the	Government	of	Kazakhstan	in	terms	of	the	subsistence	minimum.	
2			The	Law	on	Special	Social	Services	(2008	and	revised	in	2015)	defines	11	types	of	family	in	difficult	life	situations	–	these	include	
children with limited capabilities until three years of age; people with chronic bodily malfunctions due to physical and/ or mental 
factors;	and	inadequate	self-sufficiency	due	to	old	age,	as	a	result	of	illness	and/	or	disability
3   For households whose monthly per capita income falls below 40% of the subsistence minimum 
4   For households with children under 18 years old living on less than 60% of the subsistence minimum
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•  Among those who were in general aware of 
social	assistance	and	identified	themselves	as	
eligible for poverty targeted social assistance 
in the household survey, 67% had applied for 
TSA and 80% for SCA. Two-thirds of these said 
that they lacked any information about the 
assistance (with smaller proportions lacking 
information on how to apply and information 
on the eligibility criteria). 

Recommendation area 1: 
Increase awareness of, and availability 
of information about, poverty-targeted 
social assistance 
While efforts are being invested in awareness-
raising, they seem to be having only limited 
success in the poorest raions where this 
research was conducted. The outreach activities 
described in our interviews primarily consist of 
disseminating information in urban centres. This 
includes through public announcements and 
meetings. However, low-income interviewees in 
the poorest raions primarily report to hearing 
about social assistance through word of mouth, 
and the high numbers unaware of social 
assistance demonstrates that this is not always 
an effect channel for spreading information. 
International experience suggests there is a 
risk that on-demand application will not cover 
those who are not adequately informed or 
connected (Castañeda and Lindert 2005).

Overall, it is clear that more information 
should be provided both with regard to social 
assistance and special social services, at the 
start of the application, including: (i) eligibility 
criteria, (ii) about which documents people 
will need in order to apply and how they can 
be acquired, and (iii) where to apply. People’s 
awareness and understanding can be enhanced 
via information campaign and targeted 
awareness raising through schools, health 
services and by the police. Strengthening the 
ability of social services to do outreach is 
especially important for identifying vulnerable 
families and facilitating their access to social 
assistance and services. There needs to be a 
clear	focal	point,	or	contact,	for	families	to	find	

out information about the support which is 
available.

Restrictive eligibility rules mean that 
low-income households are unable to 
benefit from poverty-targeted social 
assistance
•  In the household survey, 70% of applicants 
for social assistance had had an application 
rejected at some stage and 95% of these 
rejections were because the applicant’s income 
exceeded the income eligibility criteria. Despite 
being	 assessed	 as	 having	 sufficient	 incomes,	
qualitative respondents still felt that they were 
they	 were	 vulnerable	 and	 living	 in	 difficult	
circumstances, including struggling to buy 
enough food, and needed some form of targeted 
support. 
•		Generally,	the	eligibility	threshold	for	poverty	
targeted	 benefits	 is	 extremely	 low.	 Rejected	
applicants also feel that the inclusion of some 
types of income and assets in the calculation is 
unfair and inappropriate. For example, disability 
allowance and scholarships for children no 
longer living in the house are included in the 
means test and often make household ineligible 
for	social	assistance.	Furthermore,	beneficiaries	
feel that the imputation of earnings from 
occasional work can often over-estimate their 
income.
•  Applicants clearly do not realise until they 
receive a rejection that their income makes 
them ineligible, meaning that the correct 
eligibility criteria is not being communicated 
to them in advance. Sometimes this related 
to the inclusion of certain types of income, for 
example disability allowance, or earnings from 
occasional work, in the income calculation.

Recommendation area 2: 

Raise the income eligibility threshold 
and update the means testing approach 
Means-testing	 is	 fraught	 with	 difficulties	 and	
there is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ approach. Rather, a 
starting point for means-testing that effectively 
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enables resources to be transferred to those in 
the greatest need is a commitment by policy 
makers to poverty reduction and improving the 
lives of the poorest people.

The existing income threshold for targeted 
social assistance in Kazakhstan is extremely 
low and numerous reports have suggested 
that	 it	 does	 not	 properly	 reflect	 the	 level	 of	
need among the poor (Carraro et al., 2017; 
Babajanian et al., 2015; ILO, 2012). This problem 
has been acknowledged and the government 
is undertaking a reform to make the system 
more inclusive. It has been suggested that even 
with the new rules, the income threshold will 
remain low and render many poor households 
ineligible. There is an imperative need to aim for 
a higher threshold that would more accurately 
reflect	the	actual	poverty	in	Kazakhstan.

The	 research	 findings	 point	 to	 several	
potential ways through which the income 
eligibility threshold and criteria for TSA and 
SCA can be adapted in order for these transfers 
better to achieve their objectives:
1.   Raise the income eligibility threshold. 
This issue is at the heart of the forthcoming 
reforms to social assistance. Indeed, as 
highlighted in this research, it is a critical issue. 
There are many households who feel that they 
should be eligible for social assistance, and feel 
in need of it, yet technically they are ineligible. 
Moreover, recent analysis shows that, even after 
the reforms and the increase in the income 
eligibility levels many poor households will 
remain uncovered and ineligible on the basis of 
their income (Carraro et al., 2017).
2.  Reconsider the means-testing criteria
It is important to reconsider the existing 
rules	for	means	testing,	i.e.,	the	definition	and	
calculation of qualifying income. Important life 
cycle	categorical	benefit	such	as	the	disability	
benefits	 and	 education	 scholarships	 must	 be	
disregarded, i.e. not included in the calculation 
of	 applicants’	 income.	 These	 benefits	 provide	
vital support to groups who have additional 
needs due to their life cycle vulnerabilities 

(e.g. disability) or life cycle events (study) and 
thus incur additional costs. We recommend 
removing certain categorical allowances from 
the assessment of income. In particular, the 
disability allowance which is intended to cover 
the additional costs arising from disability, 
rather than for general living costs as well as 
educational scholarships (see also Babajanian 
et al., 2015). Again, the latter are designed to 
cover the additional costs of a child going to 
college and achieving to the best of their ability. 
It is important that there is coherence in terms 
of the policy objectives of poverty-targeted 
transfers and those of categorical transfers.
3.  Clearly specify and update income 
imputation rules
There must clear and transparent rules for 
including part-time, irregular earnings in 
the means test and these must be clearly 
communicated to applicants. These rules 
should determine when and how income from 
occasional labour should be included in the 
overall income calculation. These rules must 
be clearly communicated to the applicants.  
Similarly, the imputation of income from 
livestock and agriculture must be also based on 
up-to-date data on prices, local conditions and 
rely on robust methodologies.
4.   Remove any confusion for applicants about 
the eligibility criteria
It is clearly a waste of time for anyone to apply 
for	a	benefit	from	which	they	are	automatically	
excluded and yet the quantitative survey 
uncovered hundreds of instances of this 
happening due to misinformation. 

Onerous documentation requirements 
deter people from applying and can 
delay the receipt of benefits by those 
who do apply.
•  In the quantitative survey, 10-13% of those 
who didn’t apply for social assistance (but who 
believed themselves to be eligible for it) were 
put off applying because they could not collect 
the necessary documentation. 



5

Barriers to access social assistance 
and special social services in Kazakhstan

•   Among respondents who had applied but were 
rejected, not providing the correct documents 
was the reason for 12% of all rejections.

Recommendation area 3: 

Simplify the process of document 
issuance and improve the design and 
coordination of social assistance and 
employment activation policies 
In terms of documentation, the main documents 
which applicants struggled to provide were the 
unemployment	 certificate,	 alimony	 certificate,	
marriage/divorce	certificates	and	documents	on	
family status. How can the process of obtaining 
these	documents	be	simplified?	

1.   Reduce the difficulty of in-person visits or 
limit the frequency of required visits to apply.
Applicants point-out that they need to go 
to the district centre and the employment 
office	 to	 obtain	 unemployment	 certification,	
which	needs	 to	 be	 reconfirmed	 regularly.	One	
suggestion could be to enable other bodies also 
to	 issue	 this	 certification;	 such	 as	 the	mobile	
social centres which are already able to issue 
residency	 certificates	 and	 which	 respondents	
all found to offer a useful service where 
they are available. The ‘one stop shop’ model 
received positive feedback and the option of 
institutionalising this should be considered.

2.   Consider greater flexibility in rules around 
employment certification
Single	 mothers	 face	 particular	 difficulties	 in	
obtaining	 employment	 certification	 as	 they	
frequently work in informal jobs which are part-
time	and	flexible.	These	employers	do	not	offer	
certification.	A	possibility	here	could	be	to	offer	
exemptions	for	employment	certification	in	the	
case of single-parent families. 

3.   Support applicants to fill in documentation
Where social workers have supported people 
to	 fill-out	 their	 applications,	 applicants	 have	
found this helpful. This is linked to one of 

the broader recommendations of this work 
about strengthening social work functions. 
Beneficiaries	suggest	that	local	administration	
tends to be more supportive than district. This 
is understandable considering they serve small 
population groups and local social networks 
are more supportive. District administration 
practices need to be improved. This concern 
provision of information and support completing 
forms. Prepare administrative manuals that 
specify code of conduct and types of information 
to provide. It is important to strengthen social 
work functions and designate social workers to 
support applicants by providing information and 
facilitating collection of required documents.

4.   Consider the adverse effect that stringent 
employment conditions have on people’s 
behaviour
The	 need	 for	 employment	 certification	
raises broader issues regarding the design 
and coordination of social assistance and 
employment activation policies in Kazakhstan. 
It is a response to the fear social assistance 
is a deterrent to work. In other words, rather 
than getting a job, people will rely on social 
assistance payments. However, as the application 
processes for the TSA and the SCA are currently 
conceived, rather than working in to support 
employment programmes and objectives they 
are almost working in contradiction to them. 
This is particularly the case for people living 
in remote rural villages who are required to 
work on public works schemes for low wages. 
These wages are so low that the combination 
of transport costs and the opportunity of loss 
of casual incomes means that it is a rational 
decision by people not to register on the public 
works schemes. There needs to be clear and 
coherent objective across the two sectors 
of social assistance and employment, with 
programmes in both sectors working towards 
these coherent objectives. The employment 
conditionality must be redesigned to take 
into	account	financial	 incentives	necessary	 for	
people to be willing to take up jobs, especially 
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in rural areas, and as well as availability of 
suitable jobs more generally.

The employment conditionality must be 
further	 adjusted	 to	 reflect	 gender-specific	
vulnerabilities. In particular, it must take into 
account the caring and domestic duty constrains 
that may constrain women’s ability, particularly 
when they have young children, to take up full-
time job. The review of international activation 
and graduation policies suggests that there 
is	 no	“one	 size	 fits	 all”	 solution	 to	 promoting	
graduation to the labour market (Almeida et al., 
2012). People in the low-income category are a 
heterogeneous group and uniform approaches 
may not address the employment barriers – 
i.e. social, economic, and institutional factors 
that exclude them from the labour market 
(Immervoll, 2009). It is important to determine 
what constraints an individual’s ability to access 
jobs or better paid jobs and tailor activation 
measures to people’s personal circumstances 
and	 needs.	 This	 requires	 profiling	 and	
program customisation, including developing 
individual actions plans, which would consider 
gendered constraints among other factors. 
The employment conditionality must be 
further	 adjusted	 to	 reflect	 gender-specific	
vulnerabilities.	 This	 requires	 profiling	 and	
program customisation, including developing 
individual actions plans, which would consider 
gendered constraints among other factors.

Special social services

People lack information about special 
social services; including about what is 
available, the application process and 
the eligibility criteria
•   Among those identifying a need for special 
social services in the household survey, the 
large majority considered themselves eligible 
and yet only a very small minority of these 
households, from 10-15% depending on the 
category of service, had attempted to apply. 
•	 	Two-thirds	of	 respondents	who	 identified	a	
need for services, yet hadn’t applied, reported 

that they had no information about special 
social services. 
•  For some categories of service there also 
appears to be more confusion over the 
application	 process	 (36%	 identified	 this	 for	
socio-psychological services) and the eligibility 
criteria (particularly for socio-medical and 
socio-psychological services).

Recommendation Area 1: 

Outreach to identify families in difficult 
life situations to provide them with 
information on special social services 
available, including how to access them
Many families are currently not accessing the 
special social services which they report to 
need. In the case of children with disabilities, 
more outreach must be done to locate families 
with children with disabilities who have not 
yet made the step of applying for special social 
services. The missing links appear to be in parts 
of the process that require parents to be pro-
active in requesting services. 
Respondents reported failing to be given helpful 
information, even when they asked for it, and 
not being made aware of their entitlements 
through any outreach. As one respondent noted:

“There are no information alerts. 
Announcements are not put out. We find 
out about the allowances independently, via 
relatives or neighbours. If we go to the Akimat, 
employees may say that the allowance is not 
available, and I will not refute this or ask more, 
what if I don’t understand something?”
This is concerning given that the research also 
uncovered a sense of shame in some families 
surrounding disability which leads to some 
disability not being diagnosed or appropriately 
managed. Two recommendations follow from 
this:
1.  More outreach is needed to identify families 
in difficult life situations. 
As discussed elsewhere, strengthening the 
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ability of social services to do outreach seems 
the most effective means of identifying and 
supporting vulnerable families.

2.  There needs to be a clearly publicised, 
single contact point, to provide information 
for families to find out about the application 
process for social services.
In some form, information needs to be more 
readily	 available	 to	 families	 in	 difficult	 life	

situations. This information includes on; who is 
eligible; what documents are required; where 
to apply and about the different stages of the 
application process.

Time- and distance-factors either deter 
households from applying and taking-
up services or are inconveniences in 
receiving the necessary support.
•  The survey found that approximately 10% of 

households didn’t apply, despite considering 
themselves eligible, because of the time burden 
of the application. 
•  People spent between 32 and 120 days on 
the application process and made up to six trips 
to the place of application in the course of this 
(Figure 2).
•  30% of those who did not apply cited a 
distance-related factor among their reasons.

Recommendation area 2: 

Invest in the system to enable people 
better to access existing services in 
addition to investing in new services 
There are various stages to applying for 
special social services, which differ depending 

on the type of services being sought. Parents 
with a child with disabilities, for example, 
must	first	have	the	child	diagnosed,	which	can	
involve the child being in hospital for several 
weeks, then they must attend the medical 
certification	committee	and,	 if	the	child	also	
has pedagogical needs, a second committee 
dealing with referrals for special schooling. 
At each stage, there are administrative 
requirements, such as documents to be 
submitted. Some respondents reported having 
received a lot of help from a social worker 
but most gave the impression of having done 
it on their own, sometimes with assistance 
from family and friends. Support is required 
to ensure that applicants do not get lost in 
the twists and turns of the system.

Figure 5.  
Number of days spent on entire application process, by category of special social services
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The recommendation here is to invest 
more strategically not only in the technical 
components of the system, meaning the 
provision of the services themselves, but on 
the process by which people move through 
the system. Put differently, by de Savigny and 
Adam (2009), “The building blocks alone do 
not constitute a system, any more than a pile 
of bricks constitutes a functioning building. It 
is the multiple relationships and interactions 
among the blocks – how one affects and 
influences	 the	 others,	 and	 is	 in	 turn	 affected	
by them – that convert these blocks into a 
system.”	 In	this	case,	 the	‘cement’	between	the	
bricks is somewhat lacking, which means that 
more could be done to ensure that families in 
difficult	life	situations	are	successfully	steered	
between the various committees and services 
needed to treat their child’s needs. 

1.  Improve the efficiency of the system
There were many reports of parents 
being inconvenienced by having to attend 
certification	 committees	 and	 in	 some	 cases	
being prevented from attending them because 
of the requirement that they bring the child. 
Indeed, some respondents had been lucky 
enough to have their local specialists attend 
the committee on their behalf due to the 
difficulties	in	attending	with	their	child.	This	is	
not the norm but it seems like a sensible option 
that should be made available to parents for a 
local doctor to examine the child and advocate 
on their behalf to the committee. Meanwhile, 
those parents whose child has already received 
a medical diagnosis did not understand why 
they also must take them to attend the medical 
certification	committee.	Parents	also	expressed	
the	 view	 that	 re-certification	 of	 disability	
every two years is unnecessary in cases where 
the child is severely disabled and there is no 
prospect of a change in disability status.

2.  Improve transport options for attending 
assessment committees and special social 
services
Following on from this, in cases where children 
had to rely on special transport to reach 
a committee or service, this often created 
additional	 difficulties.	 The	 invataxi	 service,	
which should be available for parents to book 
with a reasonably short notice period, was 
found to be a) over-booked, b) under-funded, 
and in some cases c) non-existent. Being able 
to physically access a service is a crucial part 
of the ‘cement’ that enables a system to work 
effectively. Either the expectation that children 
physically	attend	committee	certification	must	
be relaxed, or transport to the committee should 
be made readily available and either low-cost or 
free. Meanwhile, there is no provision to cover 
the transport costs of the caregiver of the child 
and	this	places	a	strain	on	household	finances.		

3.  Clarify and enhance the role of social 
workers and remunerate them appropriately
One of the key priorities for social policy in 
Kazakhstan is to strengthen the role and 
functions of a social workers. If trained correctly, 
social workers can perform extremely vital 
functions, including information dissemination, 
outreach	 to	 identify	 families	 in	 difficult	
situations, referral and facilitation of access 
to services, and regular monitoring. It was 
reported	 by	 practitioners	 that	 qualified	 social	
workers are in short supply and that the industry 
has	 difficulty	 attracting	 skilled	 personnel.	
Reports also suggest that social workers 
are over-stretched across clients and across 
sectors of work, making their job unfocused 
and challenging. If social workers are to be 
given a more prominent cross-sectoral role in 
identifying	and	supporting	families	in	difficult	
life situations across their range of needs, then 
there is a need to professionalise social work. 
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4.   Continue to invest in services for a range of 
families in difficult life situations
Financial resources need to be directed towards 
supporting special social services to ensure 
ample availability across the country. This of 
course cannot happen over night and needs 
to be an incremental process. Substantial 
investment and effort are needed in the long-
term	 to	 recruit	 and	 retain	qualified	personnel	
and provide infrastructure in rural areas.

Access to services is limited by various 
supply-side factors including the absence of 
sufficient	 trained	personnel	and	difficulties	of	
maintaining these specialists, particularly given 
low salaries, and the absence of infrastructure 
and equipment to meet demand. Ultimately, the 
reallocation	of	financial	resources	is	necessary	
to recruit and train personnel and ensure that 
equipment is available in a timely fashion.

The stigma around disability is making 
parents reluctant to seek support for 
their child
•  Many parents report feeling stigmatised 
for their child’s disability, such that they are 
reluctant to acknowledge, or even refuse to 
acknowledge, that their child is disabled. This 
we can think of as a barrier to appropriate care 
for children that exists within the sphere of 
the home. 

• It is often falling to schools to identify a 
problem and to encourage the parent to take 
action. By then, children have already been 
deprived of treatment and rehabilitation 
services in their early years.

Recommendation area 3: 

Public education to change societal 
attitudes and help normalise disability

1.  Promote positive attitudes towards disability
Improving public attitudes towards disability 
will	benefit	those	who	are	living	with	a	disability	
and also, over time, reduce the likelihood that 

disability in children will go undiagnosed and 
untreated due to parents’ internalised shame. 
Ultimately this should mean that children 
are able to access early prevention and 
rehabilitation services which, in some instances, 
could help to overcome some forms of special 
needs. Public education is necessary to change 
the societal attitudes towards disabilities. 

2.  Consider a role for social workers in outreach 
to prevent stigma around disability
In addition to social workers needing proactively 
to identify households who could be eligible for 
special social services there is the need for a 
bottom-up approach in order that people are 
able to self-identify that they need certain 
services and that those services are available. 
This situation is described below with some 
suggestions as to how to encourage and inform 
parents to seek help;

“When the parents become aware of the 
diagnosis, indeed, they are in a state of shock. 
Some parents are in such depression that they 
cannot calm down for year or two. Some time 
passes before the parents can get accustomed 
to this thought. And the earlier help is provided 
to such child, the quicker is rehabilitation. 
Such parents need help, they should be given 
more information how to help a child ... The 
Ministry wants to open web-site now so that 
the parents know what they should do in such 
situation. Some parents don’t know that such 
correction offices exist. Probably, it is necessary 
to make TV video clips, to open accessible 
web-site. Not every parent uses Internet, it 
means that something else, some social clips 
are necessary for them to know what to do.” 
Director of PPCO

Social workers can be instrumental in 
identifying children with disabilities who may 
not be acknowledged as having a disability by 
their parents’ due to the existing societal stigma. 
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