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ABSTRACT 

The paper highlights the scenario of women entrepreneurs in Middle East African Countries. Over the past 2 

decades there has been an increase in the number of females setting up business and being self employed driven 

by the political, economic and technological changes happening everywhere. These changes have generated 

pathways towards economic opportunities for women who are willing to start up businesses. Middle Eastern 

women were no exception and increasingly they are turning into business women at amazing pace and creating 

a trend that requires detailed study.  

Women’s entrepreneurship, especially in the Middle East, requires consideration, for accessing a non-utilized 

resource to increase economic growth; entrepreneurship can provide new opportunities to women and therefore 

create income and generate wealth for themselves, their society and their country.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

Women’s entrepreneurship is increasingly recognized as an important factor for economic growth and 

development around the globe. Entrepreneurship creates new jobs crucial in a region with a young population 

and high unemployment. Research internationally has shown that increases in women’s income lead to higher 

expenditure on family welfare, often critical for reaching major national development goals in areas such as 

nutrition and girls’ education. In the Middle East & North Africa region, where female labor force contribution 

rates are the lowest in the world, entrepreneurship can offer new opportunities for women to create their own 

income, and help others as they do it.  

Work/family balance is identified as one of the most challenging issue for women throughout the world. 

Approximately half of the women surveyed in all countries (except Bahrain) report that balancing work and 

family is more challenging for them than it is for men business owners. At the other end of the list, the women 

surveyed do feel that women have a greater advantage than men when managing female employees. Overall 
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however, the women business owners surveyed see their gender as a net positive rather than an impediment to 

their business. 

 

II. PRESENT WOMEN ENTERPRENEURSHIP SCENARIO 

 

These are challenging times for the entire global economy, in which various parts of world are struggling to 

keep up or push up their growth rates. Under such a scenario, the women entrepreneurs have a definite role to 

play, to fuel the growth, by encouraging the growth of women entrepreneurship, to play as an important force 

for the economic growth and development of different regions, including the developed economies, developing 

regions and even those from Middle East & North Africa region. Today, women entrepreneurs account for up to 

a third of all businesses operating in the formal economy worldwide. 

However, the majority of those in developing and transitioning economies are very small and micro enterprises, 

with little potential for growth (Source ILO).  India was ranked amongst the lower side performing countries in 

the area of women entrepreneurship in gender-focused global entrepreneurship survey, released in July 2014 by 

PC maker Dell and Washington based consulting firm Global Entrepreneurship and Development Institute 

(GEDI). Of the 30countries surveyed, India ranked 26th, just above Uganda and Egypt. Status of higher 

education in women in India came out to be lower than most countries in the world. Yet, with the economic 

reforms now on an overdrive in India, and the relaxations for MSMEs, those owned by women entrepreneurs are 

now being offered easier access to financial capital to carry out business, and technological knowhow is also 

being provided to operate in the country. 

Under such a backdrop, it could provide a healthy platform if some apex bodies countries like India for women 

entrepreneurs and other regions, come forward to share the experiences and efforts made by them with bodies 

and women entrepreneurs of Middle East North Africa Region. 

 

III.WOMEN ENTREPRENEURSHIP: A GLOBAL SCENARIO 

 

Women’s entrepreneurship matters for business and development. Women-owned businesses already contribute 

significantly to the world economy, and their number has grown over time. These firms represent a significant 

share of employment generation and economic growth potential. This contributes significantly to development 

beyond enterprise growth and turnover numbers.  

It is estimated that women-owned small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) represent 31 to 38 percent (8 to 

10 million) of formal SMEs in emerging markets, according to latest Brookings Report 2013. Internationally 

comparable data on female entrepreneurship from countries belonging to the Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development show that the “birth rates” of female-owned enterprises are higher than those of 

male-owned ones. (Source: Brookings Roundtable Report 2013) 

However, it is estimated that in relatively underdeveloped countries, it is more likely that women’s 

entrepreneurship is driven by necessity. Regardless of gender, entrepreneurial activity is typically higher in low- 

and middle-income countries than in high-income countries.  

The common set of problems and the solutions which the women entrepreneurs keep constantly keep seeking to 

overcome such problems and sustain their business lines have created an urgent need from lower income 
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countries, to interact more frequently, to discuss the problems and solutions possible to sort out different 

measures, by various women entrepreneurs from countries like India and Middle East & North Africa apart from 

backward region of Africa to discuss the same.   

 

3.1 Entrepreneurial Activity by Women in Sub- Saharan Region of Africa 

Sub-Saharan Africa reports the highest regional Total Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) rates among women, as 

well as high gender parity. These high rates are accompanied by the most positive attitudes around 

entrepreneurship. A majority of women in this region see opportunities, believe they have the capabilities for 

entrepreneurship and intend to start a business in the near future. This region also shows the lowest fear of 

failure rates, and women are more likely than those in any other region to personally know an entrepreneur. 

Women in this region thus demonstrate they are both positioned to enter this activity and taking the steps to 

start. In Sub-Saharan Africa, women entrepreneurs dominate the consumer sector and retail business by more 

than 75%, compared to just 48% of men entrepreneurs. IFC’s Women in Business program keeps operating and 

supporting actively in projects in sub-Saharan Africa in countries including Nigeria, Malawi, Uganda and 

Tanzania. The program is always active in disbursing loans to women entrepreneurs, and has trained over 2,000-

3000 women in business skills. However, in the relatively underdeveloped economies of Eastern Africa region, 

the presence of women entrepreneurship is very limited. 

While it may be a positive sign that increasing number of women are able to self-employ in this region, it also 

reflects a need for income amid a lack of employment options. In addition, these results prompt questions about 

whether the environment can support longer term, more expansive entrepreneurial efforts, through targeting a 

subset of the female population or through broader societal efforts like improving education. 

 

3.2 Women Entrepreneurs in Arab & African Countries 

As such, most of women entrepreneurs in the target countries are constrained by one or more of usual familial, 

social, financial, marketing and managerial constraints at the micro level. On the small and medium enterprise 

level, they are not able to upgrade their technology again because of lack of finances or suitable mentoring and 

advisory services available to them. 

However, the reasons for these problems in Arab and African countries are diametrically opposite. While the 

women entrepreneurs of Arab nations are not much handicapped by finances but they are looking for proven 

appropriate technologies of a suitable scale, the Women entrepreneurs of African countries lack the finances and 

technology as well as Infrastructure especially in the Sub Sahara region of African continent. However, few 

countries in West Africa like Ghana and South Africa are much better placed in terms of women 

entrepreneurship. However, both the regions are endowed with rich mineral resources – Arab countries with 

Petro Products and African Countries with other mineral resources.  

 

3.3 Women Entrepreneurial Activity in Egypt 

The Government of Egypt has been a renowned for female wage-workers since the beginning of the 1960s, and 

with the implementation of the Economic Reforms and Structural Adjustment Program of 1991 several reforms 

needed to be introduced in the country’s labor market including the need to reduce the yearly government 

employment, so as to limit the wage bill in the total government expenditures. As a result, alternative solutions 
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for employing females were strengthened. One of the prominent areas where females’ function was to be 

boosted was in micro and small enterprises (MSE) both as self-employed or employers. Thus, the beginning of 

the 1990s entailed the establishment of the Social Fund for Development (SFD), which emphasized two issues: 

a) the importance of lending to female entrepreneurs whether as owners of start-ups or of already established 

enterprises; b) lending to newly established enterprises. Accordingly, 25% of all loans were supposed to be 

going to female entrepreneurs and more than 60% of loans went to start-up MSEs.3 

However, even with the emphasis on lending to females, and the increased actual loans to them, surveys 

indicated that some of the females received loans “on paper”, but the males in the family were the ones who 

benefited from these. Over a period of time a significant shift occurred in the female involvement in the total 

community of entrepreneurs/managers compared to MSEs. The educational levels of both genders still highlight 

a gap to the benefit of male entrepreneurs, though it is lessening over time, and the quality of female 

entrepreneurs’ educational accomplishment is getting better over time. Whereas business activities are 

prevailing for all entrepreneurs, the case is more evident for female entrepreneurs. Moreover, it is clear that they 

do not engage in industrial activities as much as male entrepreneurs. The relatively negligible commitment in 

manufacturing could be due to the fact that these activities need exposure, experience and training. Also, women 

tend to be prejudiced to more gender-specific work such as needlework, sewing, etc. which are likely to be 

included under the MSEs classified as business. 

 

IV. SWOT ANALYSIS 

 

Countries Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities Threats 

Sub 

Saharan 

Region 

 high gender 

parity 

 Belief amongst 

women that they 

can be 

entrepreneurs 

 a need for income amid 

a lack of employment 

options 

 Region is active in 

disbursing loans and 

providing trainings 

to women 

entrepreneurs 

 Environment might 

not support longer term, 

more expansive 

entrepreneurial efforts 

3
Arab & 

African 

Countries  

 women 

entrepreneurs of 

Arab nations are 

not handicapped 

by finances 

 Women  are not able to 

upgrade their technology 

because of unavailability 

of suitable mentoring 

 The regions are 

endowed with rich 

mineral resources 

providing lot of a 

scope for 

entrepreneurial 

activities 

 Women are 

constrained by one or 

more of usual familial & 

social constraints  
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Egypt  Women cater  

more to gender-

specific work 

such as 

needlework, 

sewing, etc. 

wherein lie a lot 

of business ideas  

 females received loans 

“on paper”, but the males 

in the family were the 

ones who benefited from 

these 

 they do not engage in 

industrial activities 

 

 25% of all loans 

were supposed to be 

going to female 

entrepreneurs4
 

 The educational levels 

of both genders still 

highlight a gap to the 

benefit of male 

entrepreneurs 

 

V. RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

1. Up to the mark mentoring sessions should be conducted for the women willing to start up their venture. 

2. Stringent rules should be made in terms of availing loans so that the funds can be utilized by women only 

for their business instead of other male members of the family. 

3. Fee rebate and free education for females may be promoted to attract females for education. 

4. Various hobbies of women in gender specific work such as sewing, needlework, threadwork etc. may be 

converted to business ideas by them. 

5. Men in the family may be educated about the benefits provided to women entrepreneurs by the government 

and provided certain counseling sessions for letting the female work. 

 

VI. CONCLUSION  

 

The last twenty years have had a steady, though slow, growth in the partaking of as MSEs entrepreneurs across 

the globe. However, female entrepreneurs are still at a very little advantage. The lack of dedicated training, 

diffident educational background , society barriers, the difficulty in accumulating funds, the easy going 

approach are some of the challenges that have to be looked upon in the coming years, if women are to take up a 

more stringent role in the business activities. In addition, female-owned enterprises are still relatively smaller in 

terms of invested capital or number of workers in almost all the countries mentioned in the paper.  

Country-level perceptions and attitudes of both men and women about the value of work and working women 

play a role in female entrepreneurship. Despite the increase in presence of women in business the ratio of men 

as entrepreneurs is very high as compared to that of women.  
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