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Abstract. This article, based on empirical material obtained in October-December 2018, examines 
the potential and current state of the human capital of the Povolzhye, which includes six districts 
of the Saratov Region. The Saratov Region is a typical example of a labor-contributing region. 
The outflow of workers (including highly skilled professionals) and the ageing population only 
exacerbate the economic problems of the region and deepen the territorial inequality of the Russian 
Federation. Raising human capital is the best solution to the problem of labor emigration. However, 
on the one hand, the difficulties in the development of human capital lie in the high demands of 
workers for wages and in their reluctance to engage in heavy physical labor. Employers, on the 
other hand, often seek to hire workers who do not require additional training. This empirical study 
provides recommendations to the regional authorities and the strategy for the development of human 
capital. The novelty of the approach lies in considering the local entrepreneurs as the main subjects 
of raising human capital. Interviews with businessmen in six districts the Saratov Region showed 
the lack of opportunities for successful entrepreneurs to expand the business, increase staff, and 
invest resources and efforts in the development of human capital of local communities. Reflection 
of expert opinions and assessments of executive authorities and employers allows formulating 
practical recommendations and identifying factors for the development of human capital, focusing 
on the business potential of the region and social integration of the population. The positive factors 
for the development of human capital should be the following: creating an enabling environment 
for local business development; developing human capital of rural and regional businessmen; and 
increasing the cohesion of the municipal community.
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INTRODUCTION
The post-Soviet space, as a legacy of the past era, is characterized among oth-
er things by the end of the state-directed economy and greater freedom for its 
citizens to determine and choose where to study and work. With varying degrees 
of success, Russian regions and cities adopted a new format of a market econ-
omy which implied development of industries and profit-making enterprises 
which in turn generated territorial inequality.

The economic crisis of the 1990s was accompanied by increased unemploy-
ment. Among other things it resulted in labor migration, both temporary (shift 
or seasonal work) and permanent. Donor regions were deprived of skilled 
labor force. Withdrawal of human capital exacerbated economic problems and 
contributed to further outflow of the able-bodied population. Thus, Russia’s 
regions were forced to compete for human capital as a key factor in econom-
ic success [8, 14, 17]. Of particular importance, was the regional strategy to 
attract, keep and adapt human capital to the local community and minimization 
of the risks associated with this process. Interregional migration processes 
largely determined both the socio-economic and demographic situations in the 
regions [4, 15].

In the context of increasing labor migration, the Saratov Region needs to 
work out a special regional development strategy for several reasons. The 
Strategy for the Socio-Economic Development of the Saratov Region until 
2030 indicates negative socio-demographic processes leading to an overall 
regional population decline. Mainly young and working-age population leaves 
the region. This reduces the possibility for the socio-economic planning for 
the region. According to statistics, already 30% of the region’s population are 
of retirement age. In the interregional migration processes, the region acts as 
a donor which has an adverse effect on its population dynamics [10]. Given 
that the employment of the rural population is becoming a key factor in both 
food and geopolitical security of Russia [6], these processes cause concern 
and require a separate research. There is a number of unresolved issues: What 
kind of regional policy is needed to retain and attract labor force—specialists 
in such professional fields which are important for the region? What conditions 
will contribute to the slowing down of the migration outflow from the Saratov 
region [18].

I. V. Babaian, E. I. Pashinina, I. V. Suslov, pp. 42-51



SIBERIAN SOCIUM

44 vol. 3  |  no 2  |  2019

SS
The socio-economic conditions of the region, its demographic situation, and 

the ability to maintain competitiveness are directly dependent on the effective 
management of the local human resources. In recent decades, the phenomenon 
of temporary labor migration, which can be defined as short- or long-term sea-
sonal labor migration of the rural population, has been actively manifesting 
itself [16, p. 44-49].

Seasonal migration is a divisive issue in terms of agricultural production, the 
very life of the rural population. An advantage is that urban enterprises lacking 
manpower receive workers [1, p. 45-67]. Traveling seasonal workers are indi-
viduals with the most active lifestyle, highly motivated to work and earn a decent 
standard of living [19, p. 73-89]. In other words, they are an ideal object of in-
vestment. This situation dictates the need to develop an alternative regional de-
velopment model making the regional economy competitive and addressing the 
current migration flows. Such model should offer effective management of human 
resources for the sake of regional development. The experience of Norway, which 
has overcome the complacency syndrome of a resource-rich economy, testifies 
to the need of state programs on human capital and professional skills develop-
ment [3, p. 159-177].

The level of human capital development is determined by the economy’s 
structural capabilities, manufacturing and transportation sectors, presence of 
innovative, information, and high-tech technologies in the region. Besides, it 
largely depends on peoples’ active position in life, their readiness for self-im-
provement, education, acquisition of new skills and competencies, demonstra-
tion of entrepreneurial initiatives, competitiveness and professional demand. 
A study of the human capital of workers in modern Russia shows their lack of 
interest in lifelong learning explained by lack of highly skilled jobs and their 
demand on the part of employers [2, p. 144-158]. According to N. E. Tikhono-
va and A. V. Karavay, this situation will hamper competitiveness of the Russian 
economy [12, p. 84-98].

Thus, sociological diagnostics should detect the ability/interest of the re-
gional business to modernize existing jobs and create new ones. To our mind, 
the role of small business as a factor in the realization of human potential and 
sustainable development of the region remains underestimated. A study by I. 
V. Soboleva showed that many entrepreneurs effectively manage and increase 
their human capital [9, p. 60-72]. Representatives of small businesses could 
become the main actors in the development of the human capital of local labor 
force, which means that we should study the potential for the development of 
local entrepreneurship.

RESEARCH METHODS
The relevance of the study is explained by the increasing role of labor migration 

for the socio-economic and demographic development of the Saratov region and 
the need of proposals for its socio-economic development. The study aims to find 
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answers to the following questions: “How to ensure the formation, development 
and effective management of human capital in the region with decreasing labor 
force, increasing migration and population mobility?” What factors contribute to 
human capital development in the Saratov region? What role do representatives of 
local business play in this process?

The study is based on mixed methods integrating quantitative and qualitative 
research. In this article, we present the results of qualitative expert interviews 
with representatives of the executive branch – the administrative personnel and 
employers (N = 21) of six districts in the Saratov region: Marksovsky, Tatish-
chevsky, Fedorovsky, Romanovsky, Ivanteevsky, and Aleksandrovo-Gaysky. The 
underlying rationale behind the sample of the districts was their current state of 
migration crisis and processes in the field of employment. The data was obtained 
from a preliminary monitoring of various resources and development strategies 
of the central and remote areas of the region as well as tracking movement of 
people out of the region.

A qualitative study of the expert opinions and assessments of employers and 
representatives of the executive branch of 6 districts in the Saratov region has 
solved the following problems:

 — revealing residents’ opinions about the availability of resources for the im-
provement of the investment climate and entrepreneurship in the districts 
and region as a whole; and

 — identifying the prospects for the development of areas in the Saratov region 
to maintain the existing and create new jobs.

Questions for expert interviews were separated into thematic blocks related to 
the identification of the level of respondents’ social well-being, opportunities for 
human capital development, the state of entrepreneurship in the selected areas 
of the Saratov region as a whole and their residents in particular:

 — characteristics of successful/attractive and unsuccessful/unattractive enter-
prises and employers in the central and peripheral regions of the Saratov 
Region;

 — dynamics of socio-economic development in the area;

 — labor market trends, labor migration and risks associated with it;

 — resources and investment attractiveness of the areas under study; features of 
entrepreneurship development and innovation potential in the regions in question;

 — key problems and factors influencing human capital growth in the regions.

The aim of the research is to determine a strategy of risk minimization in con-
nection with labor outflow. Below is the data gathered in expert interviews at the 
qualitative stage of the study.
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MAIN PART

We address the issue of labor migration from the point of view of the executive 
branch and entrepreneurs of the Saratov region. The problem of labor outflow is 
considered by experts as urgent and of strategic importance for the region. How-
ever, it is noted that currently the supply of labor force exceeds the demand which 
implicitly affects the economy of local enterprises. Recruitment challenges are 
often solved with self-regulation of the labor market.

Entrepreneurs have an opportunity to ‘pick the best of the best’. They hire those 
applicants who are really worthy, willing to work, maintain order and appreciate 
discipline in the workplace.

The human resources in the rural districts, nearby district centers and urban-type 
settlements are not fully exhausted. Local entrepreneurs do not lack labor force or 
need to put any special efforts to find potential employees.

According to an expert representing an employer of a large (over a thousand 
workers) enterprise in the Marksovsky district, there is a noticeable tendency of 
pendulum migration from nearby and remote villages of the district to the district 
center. Such processes satisfy the company’s workforce demand but do not solve 
the problem of the shortage of highly skilled workers. The responsible (town-form-
ing) employer provides a bus to deliver workers from the nearby villages to the 
premises of the company and organizes convenient shifts for them. These measures 
resulted in a decrease in staff turnover at the town-forming enterprise. In spite of 
the efforts of the personnel department staff who turn to technical universities to 
attract graduates to their company, serious shortages of highly qualified profession-
als persist.

Stable employment with a reliable local company, albeit a low salary, is consid-
ered by many informants as more preferable than labor migration. Massive launch-
ing of high-tech industries in many districts is hampered by the shortage of engi-
neers. However, the technologically simpler sectors of economy have a higher 
potential. Employers and their representatives stress that they can successfully train 
the local labor force in the necessary skills. Nevertheless, according to an employ-
er from the town of Marks, only a small number of workers agrees to be retrained. 
The direct transfer of experience becomes almost the only option for the human 
capital development.

Thus, the problem of human capital development is the sphere of competence 
of the local entrepreneurs interested in the emergence of skilled workers. Conse-
quently, the manager is forced to conduct workplace employee training, often by 
trial and error.

Apparently, to increase human capital one should prioritize development and 
support of local entrepreneurship and encourage new entrepreneurs. There have 
been successful cases of local entrepreneurs in all districts of the Saratov region. 
However, their number is unacceptably small and they are unwilling to expand 
their business due to uncertainty about the future.

There are several positive factors for human capital development.
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1. Laying the groundwork for local business. Local businessmen are the most 

important driving force for the development of the region’s human capital. Here-
with, according to a municipal official, new businessmen find it extremely hard 
to choose a free business niche for entrepreneurial activity in their small town. 
Municipal administration actively supports production of local goods. Partnership 
of the government and business is especially important in agriculture. Experts 
note that local problems related to the development of infrastructure, health sys-
tem and education can be solved only with the help of the federal government. 
The districts themselves cannot attract investment since they first need funds to 
develop the local infrastructure as a base for potential projects. A decrease in 
municipal revenue receipts can be considered a limiting factor for the develop-
ment of the region’s districts. In strategic planning, regional experts rely on 
government grants, subsidies, and projects.

According to S. Mannil and G.V. Eremicheva, entrepreneurs are still experienc-
ing instability and existential fragility despite the improvement of Russia’s business 
climate over the past 15-20 years. This is due to public distrust and ambiguity of 
relations with government agencies [5, p. 142-176]. The relationship between 
business and local authorities can be described as an aporia. Entrepreneurs view 
state support as insufficient and at the same time seek to limit their contacts with 
the authorities. To improve the socio-economic well-being of the region, govern-
ment officials are simultaneously focused on developing the investment climate, 
small businesses and increasing cash flows into the budget which often results in 
dissonance. Nevertheless, the expert community of Mordovia considers introduc-
tion of preferential taxation the most appropriate form of support for entrepreneurs 
[13, pp. 144-149]. The district experts also point out a whole range of problems 
small businesses face: (1) utility bills, (2) expensive fuel and lubricant materials 
and difficulties with their purchase, and (3) state tax policy.

2. Human capital development in the rural districts and district businessmen. 
Officials point to the involvement of most businesses in trade rather than manufac-
turing. Unfortunately, local entrepreneurs often lack innovative potential and gen-
eral flexibility in running business. “We have individual entrepreneurs; there are 
very few young people among them. Basically, they are middle-aged; often in their 
50-ies. They are doing business as they used to; it is difficult for them to adjust to 
the changing circumstances. They are slow to change” (a municipal official from 
the town of Marks).

Experts highlight the fact that district administrations are working to create the 
necessary environment for human capital development in which entrepreneurs 
could develop new competencies and skills. “We often organize roundtables. We 
invite lawyers, accountants, and economists so that they could teach, help, guide, 
and support our entrepreneurs. We always have good relationship with our entre-
preneurs; the Department of Commerce works with them. To sustain business 
growth, we try to bring in the specialists they need for documentation and work” 
(a municipal official from the town of Marks).
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3. Improving social cohesion in the town community. Along with the crisis and 

local economy adapting to the new post-socialist realities, Russian society experi-
enced socio-cultural transformation. New generations absorbed new values, the 
desire to achieve personal success, prosperity and well-being quickly and easily. 
This increased their tendency for labor migration. In this new context, creation of 
a town community is the main factor in retaining promising personnel. Survival 
strategies in rural areas are based on special relationships of trust, mutual assistance 
and greedlessness, which act as a buffer during the period of seasonal lack of mon-
ey and entering into loan agreements.

Social cohesion emerges as a key term in the interview with experts about re-
source turnover and labor mobility. Enterprises capable of ensuring corporate labor 
solidarity of their employees are by far most successful in business. They represent 
a gleam of hope in the situation with the employee outflow. “Basically, we have 
branches such as Lysogorsky, Novoburassky, Marksovsky, there’re already core 
teams: people who have been working there from season to season, they have been 
working for many years, they are our hope” (an employer from the settlement of 
Tatishchevo).

“When we first started, it was hard. Many did not believe; they came, did not 
believe, and left. Therefore, the best of the best remained” (an employer from the 
settlement of Mokrous). Successful enterprises of local businessmen are actively 
helping their fellow countrymen: “...We are meeting the wishes of… we already 
lend money, so to speak, the district allocates up to 500,000 rubles to buy a house, 
to buy a car, not to mention that we cover such expenses as a wedding or funeral, 
have support programs for soldiers’ families... When I had finances, I paved the 
roads in some places” (an employer from the settlement of Mokrous).

The position of a socially responsible business is manifested in the improve-
ment of the territories adjacent to the place of trade, the training of the neces-
sary personnel at the workplace, and the flexibility in choosing client-oriented 
forms of work. If the employer plans to work in this settlement for a long time 
and to keep his/her clients satisfied, s/he seeks to gain confidence of the resi-
dents, take part in their life by providing public services and facilities and 
doing charity work.

CONCLUSION
In modern Russia, the trust of Russian society in entrepreneurs is clearly inadequate. 
N. E. Tikhonova notes that among the main actors of modernization and develop-
ment, businessmen (who are overtaken by workers, peasants, intelligentsia and 
youth) occupy only the fifth place [11, pp. 120-140]. This situation seems unfair. 
It would seem that in modern conditions, local entrepreneurs should become the 
drivers of change and development.

In Russian society, the demand for social solidarity is growing. An important 
cohesion-forming element is activity-based in the form of mutual assistance and 
support [7, pp. 111-123]. Local entrepreneurs have the resources and strive to 
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develop the infrastructure of their little Motherland at the same time building 
trust, which is a positive factor in their efforts to develop human capital of local 
workers.

Corporate social responsibility is manifested in their activities on neigh-
borhood improvement, road maintenance, care for their employees, mentor-
ing and training practices as well as transport service. Nevertheless, facing 
a shrinking talent pool and the outflow of skilled workers to the economical-
ly more developed regions, human capital formation is under threat. On the 
one hand, difficulties in human capital development are linked to workers 
demanding more pay and their reluctance to engage in hard labor. On the 
other hand, employers often seek to hire workers who do not require addi-
tional training.

However, the current situation in the studied areas of the region is still char-
acterized by the shrinking manufacturing sector and transferring ownership of 
resources (including the right to manage land resources) to entrepreneurs from 
other regions. These factors hinder local business development. In all the areas 
under consideration, migration trends are quite noticeable. Residents of the pe-
ripheral districts of the region prefer rotational shiftwork in the more financially 
successful, in the respondents’ opinion, regions or in the central regions (primar-
ily Moscow). Apart from this, the regions in question are still witnessing perma-
nent migration of rural youth.

The dynamics of the region’s socio-economic changes is often associated with 
the improvement trends in urban and rural areas but the manufacturing sector for 
the most part remains in the stagnation zone. Keeping young specialists, creating 
new jobs in the promising sectors of economy, and improving the investment 
climate in the Saratov region can increase its human capital. This, in turn, will 
contribute to its development.
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