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MOTIVATIONAL AND CHALLENGES IN MIDDLE EAST  

AND NORTH AFRICA (MENA)1 
Abstract 
This report is about how entrepreneurs can contribute more to the quality and direction of eco-

nomic and social development in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region. Economic 
growth in the Middle East has been remarkable since 2004, mainly because of higher oil prices. 
Rapid job growth has followed, driven mainly by the private sector. Yet the region still faces two 
important challenges: the first is to create better jobs for an increasingly educated young workforce; 
the second is to diversify its economies away from the traditional sectors of agriculture, natural re-
sources, construction, and public works and into sectors that can provide more and better jobs for 
young people – sectors that are more export oriented, labor intensive, and knowledge driven. These 
goals can be achieved only by more innovative and diverse investors. In this, the private sector must 
play an even bigger role than in the past. 

The region also faces another important challenge – empowering women – particularly in the 
economic and political spheres, where their participation remains the lowest of any region. Some 
decades ago men were less educated and constituted a mere fraction of the region’s human capital. 
Barriers that held them back levied a relatively smaller economic cost than today, now that women, 
after decades of investment in their education, account for nearly half the region’s human capital, 
especially among the younger generations. 

Keywords: Entrepreneurship,  Access to finance MENA, Institutional environment,  MENA 
region Start-ups, East Asia and Pacific (World Bank region), Gross domestic product, Human De-
velopment Index, MENA Middle East and North Africa, Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development, principal components analysis, Unrealistic optimism. 

 
Miami, Florida – More than 40 % of entrepreneurs in 35 of 50 countries agree or strongly 

agree that their motivations to launch a business are to make a difference in the world, according to 
the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor’s (GEM) latest Global Report. 

Many companies have put a priority on pursuing purpose in recent years. This finding indi-
cates that so too are entrepreneurs. There were stark differences across countries: India, South Africa 
and Guatemala had the highest percentage of entrepreneurs whose motivations are to make a differ-
ence in the world.  

Fifty economies participated in the GEM 2019 Adult Population Survey (APS) and more than 
150,000 individuals took part in extended interviews as part of the research. 

The GEM results confirmed that accumulating financial wealth is also an important motivat-
ing factor. More than eight out of ten of those starting a new business in Iran, Qatar, Pakistan, India 
and Italy indicated that building great wealth or income has motivated them. This compares to less 
than two in ten in Norway or Poland.   

“The desire to get rich and create wealth will clearly not go away, nor should it. These findings 
do demonstrate that individual wealth creation is by no means the only driver for entrepreneurs. The 
new generation of entrepreneurs increasingly tend to be aspirational in other ways,” said Niels Bosma, 
Professor at Utrecht University School of Economics and Chair of the GEM’s Board of Directors. 

Women starting a business are more likely to agree with the motivation of making a difference 
to the world. Men starting a business are more likely to agree with the motives of building great 
wealth or high income, or of continuing a family tradition. 

The motivations of entrepreneurs may also be indicative of disruption or job insecurity in 
many economies. In 35 of the 50 economies, over half of adults starting a new business agree with 
the motive “to earn a living because jobs are scarce”. Women were also more likely than men to agree 
that earning a living because jobs are scarce is an important motivation. 

“This is important evidence of the potential and current contribution of entrepreneurship to 
several of the UN Sustainable Development Goals,” said Aileen Ionescu-Somers, GEM Executive 
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Director. “It is also encouraging to see the substantive evidence of ‘purpose-driven’ entrepreneurship 
taking hold at the grassroots level, demonstrating the collective will for future business sustainability. 
We will continue to research new questions that provide policymakers and other actors in the entre-
preneurial ecosystem with credible data to make informed decisions.” 

Latin America & Caribbean have highest levels of Total Early-stage Entrepreneurial Activity 
(TEA). 

Within the 50 economies participating in the 2019 GEM Global Report, the six highest levels 
of TEA are all in the Latin America and Caribbean region. TEA varies from 5 % of adults or less in 
Italy, Pakistan, Poland and Japan to well over 35 % in Chile and Ecuador. 

A good indicator of sustained health of entrepreneurship in an economy is the level of Estab-
lished Business Ownership (EBO). Less than 2 % of adults are running mature businesses in Puerto 
Rico, Egypt, Mexico and Oman, compared to 20 % in Madagascar, 16 % in Brazil, 15 % in Guatemala 
and Ecuador and 14 % in Greece.  

Switzerland tops for ease of starting and developing a business. 
Last year GEM introduced the National Entrepreneurship Context Index (NECI), a measure 

of the ease of starting and developing a business. In the latest report, Switzerland topped these rank-
ings among the 54 countries involved in the study, followed closely by the Netherlands, Qatar, China 
and the United Arab Emirates.   

Data from NECI was derived from the 2019 GEM National Expert Survey (NES) in which 
national experts are asked to assess the national environment for entrepreneurship in terms of 12 
GEM-defined framework conditions.  

Physical Infrastructure is universally rated the most well-developed of the framework condi-
tions that support entrepreneurship. Entrepreneurship Education at the school-level is universally re-
garded as the least developed, weakest condition. 

U.S. entrepreneurship levels on an upward trend over 19 years. 
The average level of both entrepreneurial activity and established business ownership in the 

United States has trended upwards for the past 19 years, according to the report. In addition, entre-
preneurial attitudes flourish in the U.S. with 7 out of 10 adults agreeing that that they are thought by 
others to be highly innovative. 

In 36 of the 50 economies, more than half of the population believes that they have the skills, 
knowledge and experience to start their own business. In the United States, 65.5 % of adults reported 
these capabilities perceptions, the highest level on this indicator since GEM started in 1999. 

“The positive attitudes about entrepreneurship that we see in the United States, and in many 
other parts of world, are an encouraging sign. It indicates that there is both a supply of potential 
entrepreneurs and those who may support their efforts. This is all reflective of the visibility, events 
and leadership that contribute role models and inspiration for entrepreneurs,” said Donna Kelley, 
PhD, Frederic C. Hamilton Professor of Free Enterprise Studies at Babson College. 

Employee entrepreneurship taking hold in certain countries, but not yet globally. 
Firms are increasingly valuing entrepreneurship skills amongst employees. In the United Arab 

Emirates, United Kingdom and Australia, more than 8 % of employed adults are involved in entre-
preneurial activities, such as developing new goods or services, as part of their employment, com-
pared to less than 1 % in 16 of the 50 economies.  

“We can infer that employee entrepreneurship has not yet taken hold across the world,” said 
Bosma. “Given the changes in organizational and even national culture implied by an employee en-
trepreneurship imperative, such a transition in the work world may be particularly difficult for some 
economies, albeit necessary. Institutions need to develop in a stable environment so that attractive, 
entrepreneurial jobs are actually available.”   

Building on this, new data from GEM shows that for many people starting or running a new 
business, ownership is shared with their employer. In 13 of the 50 economies, the level of this spon-
sored new entrepreneurship exceeds the level of independent entrepreneurship. 

Academics and policy makers agree that entrepreneurs, and the new businesses they establish, 
play a critical role in the development and well-being of their societies. As such, there is increased 
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appreciation for and acknowledgement of the role played by new and small businesses in an economy. 
GEM contributes to this recognition with longitudinal studies and comprehensive analyses of entre-
preneurial attitudes and activity across the globe. Since its inception in 1997 by scholars at Babson 
College and London Business School, GEM has developed into one of the world’s leading research 
consortia concerned with improving our understanding of the relationships between entrepreneurship 
and national development. 

Eight countries in the MENA region – namely Egypt, Iran, Jordan, Lebanon, Morocco, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates – participated in the 2016 GEM survey. Although Tunisia 
did not participate in the 2016 GEM survey, it did participate in 2015. Tunisia’s data from the 2015 
GEM survey has therefore been included in the analysis. The remainder of this report will focus on 
these countries, providing macro-level insights across the region as well as country-level insights into 
the people who participate in different phases of entrepreneurial activity. Although these nine coun-
tries fall within the same geographic region, they are diverse in terms of social and economic devel-
opment, as indicated in Table 1. 

Table 1  
MENA economies by economic development level a: 

Factor-driven economies Efficiency-driven economies Innovation-driven economies 
Iran Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Mo-

rocco, Tunisia, Saudi Arabia 
Qatar, United Arab Emirates 

(UAE) 

 
Participation in Entrepreneurship across Multiple Phases of Activity GEM model recognizes 

entrepreneurial attitudes, activity and aspiration as dynamic interactive components of national en-
trepreneurial environments. Entrepreneurial activity does not take place in a vacuum, and entrepre-
neurial attitudes and perceptions (both societal and individual) play an important part in creating an 
entrepreneurial culture. GEM sees entrepreneurial activity as a continuous process rather than as in-
dividual events. As such, the Adult Population Survey (APS) is designed to allow for the measure-
ment and assessment of individual participation across the range of phases comprising entrepreneurial 
activity: potential entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial intentions, nascent and new business activity, 
progression into established business ownership, and the reasons for business discontinuance. This 
process can be viewed as a pipeline, where people participating in each phase are the source of those 
potentially advancing to the next phase. 

1-Societal Attitudes and Perceptions. 
Although not a direct step in the entrepreneurial process, societal attitudes and perceptions 

play an important part in creating an entrepreneurial culture. Entrepreneurial activities are carried out 
by people living in specific cultural and social conditions, and the positive or negative perceptions 
that society has about entrepreneurship can have a strong influence on the entrepreneurial ambitions 
of potential and existing entrepreneurs, as well as the extent to which this activity will be supported. 
GEM assesses what people think about entrepreneurship as a good career choice, whether entrepre-
neurs are considered to have high status, and whether entrepreneurs garner significant levels of posi-
tive media attention. 

Entrepreneurial Activity in the MENA Region. 
Table 2 

Societal values about entrepreneurship in the MENA countries, with global comparisons 
 Entrepreneurship as a 

good career choice 
 (% of adult popula-

tion) 

High status to success-
ful 

entrepreneurs  
(% of adult 
population) 

Media attention for 
entrepreneurship  

(% of 
adult population) 

1 2 3 4 
Egypt 83.4 87.1 62.1 
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Table 2 
1 2 3 4 

Iran 52.4 80.5 57.9 
Jordan 73.5 82.3 74.7 

Morocco 79.3 58.7 60.7 
Qatar 71.2 80.4 66.7 

Saudi Arabia 81.3 78.7 75.9 
Tunisia 71.1 72.1 48.3 
UAE 75.1 82.3 83.8 

Avg. (MENA) 73.4 77.8 66.3 
Africa 70.2 79.3 67.2 

Asia & Oceania 62.5 68.5 66.2 
Latin America & 

Caribbean 
65.3 64.6 62.7 

Europe 57.5 66.7 54.8 
North America 64.6 74.0 72.5 

 
N.B 83.4 % of Egyptian adults between the ages of 16 and 64 years in 2016 regarded entre-

preneurship as a good career choice. 
Table 2 indicates that overall, people in the MENA region have strongly positive societal 

attitudes towards entrepreneurship. On average, almost three-quarters of people in the region see en-
trepreneurship as a good career choice – substantially higher than the averages for all the other re-
gions, with the exception of Africa. In terms of status for successful entrepreneurs, only Africa scores 
marginally higher. At the individual country level, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia and Jor-
dan show consistently high levels of societal attitudes across all three measures. Despite relatively 
low levels of media attention for entrepreneurs, Egyptians have the most positive perceptions of en-
trepreneurship as a career choice as well as the highest regard for entrepreneurs. In Iran, on the other 
hand, only half the population see entrepreneurship as a good career choice – the lowest regional 
score and perhaps surprising for the only factor-driven economy in the sample. Iran also has the sec-
ond lowest regional score for media visibility for entrepreneurs. 

2-Entrepreneurial Propensity. 
GEM research has confirmed the importance of individuals’ perceptions of their entrepreneur-

ial ability, their recognition of start-up opportunities, how risk-averse they are, and the extent to which 
their social networks include entrepreneurs as being instrumental in whether or not they become in-
volved in starting new businesses. GEM considers those who perceive good opportunities for starting 
a business, as well as believe they have the required skills, the potential entrepreneurs in a society. 
Opportunities (or the perception of good opportunities) play an important role in determining whether 
an individual will even consider starting a business. The quantity and quality of the opportunities that 
people perceive and their belief about their own capabilities may well be influenced by various factors 
in their environment, such as economic growth, culture and education. While opportunity perceptions 
demonstrate people’s views of the environment around them, beliefs about capabilities are more re-
flective of self-perceptions. Another factor taken into account is the fear of failure, assessed as the 
percentage of the adult population (aged 18-64 years) perceiving good opportunities, who indicate 
that fear of failure would prevent them from setting up a business. Fear of failure can be influenced 
by intrinsic personality traits, as well as by societal norms and regulations. For the risk-averse person, 
the downside risk of failure often outweighs the most promising opportunities, while in some coun-
tries the legal and social ramifications of business failure may act as a strong deterrent, reducing the 
pool of potential entrepreneurs. 

Table 3 shows that, from a regional perspective, the MENA countries report average scores 
in terms of perceived opportunities and capabilities (despite the highly positive societal attitudes to-
wards entrepreneurship shown in Table 2). 
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North America and Africa report higher averages in terms of perceived opportunities, while 
individuals in Africa and Latin America & Caribbean (LAC) have more confidence in their own 
ability to start a business. An encouraging finding is that on average, close to half of people in the 
MENA region know a start-up entrepreneur – only Africa reports a (marginally) higher score for this 
indicator. At the individual country level, the MENA countries show divergent results. 

Table 2 indicates that entrepreneurship is particularly highly regarded in Saudi Arabia, and 
the trend continues here with Saudi Arabia displaying the highest level of perceived opportunities, by 
a significant margin, as well as the highest level of confidence in their entrepreneurial capabilities. 
Seventy percent of Saudi Arabians have access to entrepreneurial role models in their social networks 
– 1.5 times the regional average. Lebanon reports encouragingly positive levels of entrepreneurial 
perceptions and competencies across all parameters – 60 % of individuals perceive good entrepre-
neurial opportunities, while two-thirds believe they have the skills to run a business and a similar 
proportion have access to entrepreneurial role models. 

Entrepreneurial Activity in the MENA Region. 
Table 3 

Entrepreneurial perceptions and competencies in the MENA countries, with global comparisons 
 Perceived 

opportunities 
Perceived 

capabilities 
Know a start-up Fear of failure 

Egypt 53.5 46.4 18.9 27.6 
Iran 34.4 59.3 50.6 43.8 

Jordan 30.5 48.4 30.6 44.3 
Lebanon 59.6 68.0 66.8 22.5 
Morocco 45.0 56.1 43.6 32.9 

Qatar 48.4 50.6 30.2 35.4 
Saudi Arabia 81.5 70.7 71.7 39.4 

Tunisia 48.8 59.9 48.9 40.3 
UAE 25.8 55.2 61.7 54.4 

Average 
(MENA) 

47.5 57.2 47.0 37.8 

Africa 53.6 63.5 51.9 24.0 
Asia & Oceania 40.1 40.7 41.7 40.1 
Latin America 
& Caribbean 

46.8 64.3 40.9 27.5 

Europe 36.7 44.0 33.7 39.4 
North America 58.1 54.6 33.5 36.2 

 
N.B: The extent to which individuals’ social networks include entrepreneurial role models is 

assessed through the question: Do you know someone personally who started a business in the past 2 
years? 

Read as: 53.3 % of Egyptian adults in 2016 perceived good entrepreneurial opportunities in 
their area. 

On the other hand, despite strongly positive societal attitudes towards entrepreneurship in the 
United Arab Emirates, only a quarter of the population perceives good opportunities in their area (the 
lowest regional rate of opportunity perception). This is substantially below the regional average, as 
well as the average for all innovation-driven economies that participated in the 2016 GEM survey 
(41 %). 

The UAE also has the highest fear of failure rate for the region, with more than half of adults 
indicating that this factor would constrain them from pursuing entrepreneurial opportunities. How-
ever, it must be noted that fear of failure tends to be more common in developed economies, where 
the greater prevalence of alternative career options can create the impression that people have more 
to lose by forgoing these other opportunities. Less than half of Egyptians believe they have the skills 
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to pursue entrepreneurial opportunities; Egyptians are also least likely to know a startup entrepreneur 
(19 %, which is less than half the regional average). 

3-Entrepreneurial Intentions. 
Potential entrepreneurs see good opportunities for starting a business and believe that they 

have the necessary skills, knowledge and experience to start a business. However, perceiving a good 
opportunity and having the skills to pursue it will not necessarily lead to the intent to start a business. 
Individuals will assess the opportunity costs, and risks and rewards, of starting a business versus other 
employment preferences and options, if these are available. In addition, the environment in which 
potential, intentional and active entrepreneurs exist needs to be sufficiently enabling and supportive. 
A variety of national characteristics could act as deterrents for potential entrepreneurs, for example, 
“red tape” which could present unfavorable administrative burdens or high costs to those thinking 
about starting a business; access to resources and technical assistance; the attractiveness of the mar-
ket; and the competitive environment. GEM defines entrepreneurial intention as the percentage of the 
18-64 year old population (individuals already engaged in any stage of entrepreneurial activity ex-
cluded) who are latent entrepreneurs and who intend to start a business within the next 3 years. 

The percentage of intentional entrepreneurs in the MENA region is, along with Africa, higher 
than the average for the other geographical groups – more than a third of working-age individuals in 
the MENA countries express entrepreneurial intentions (Fig. 1). This is in line with the strongly pos-
itive societal as well as self-perceptions regarding entrepreneurship in the region as a whole. From an 
individual country perspective, the MENA countries again report widely divergent results. Egypt tops 
the rankings, with almost two-thirds of adults expressing an intention to start a business within the 
next 3 years. 

 
 

Fig. 1. Entrepreneurial intentions in the MENA countries, with global comparisons 
 
4-Entrepreneurial Activity. 
4.1 Early-Stage Entrepreneurial Activity. 
Entrepreneurial activities are presented by using the organizational life-cycle approach (nas-

cent and new businesses, established businesses and business discontinuation).  
The central indicator of GEM is the Total Early-stage Entrepreneurial  
Activity (TEA) rate, which measures the percentage of the population that are in the process 

of starting or who have just started a business.  
This indicator measures individuals who are participating in either of the two initial processes 

of the entrepreneurial process: 
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� Nascent entrepreneurs – those who have committed resources to starting a business, but 
have not paid salaries or wages for more than 3 months. 

� New business owners – those who have moved beyond the nascent stage and have paid 
salaries and wages for more than 3 months but less than 42 months. 

Measuring these two types of entrepreneurs is important as it provides the level of early-stage 
activity that will hopefully be transformed into established businesses – i.e. mature businesses, in 
operation for more than 42 months. Even when individuals have favorable perceptions of entrepre-
neurship and exhibit entrepreneurial intentions, it is by no means certain that this will be translated 
into actually starting businesses. It is useful for policy makers to determine the factors that contribute 
to the fall off between intentional and active entrepreneurs, as this has a strong influence on the next 
stage of the entrepreneurial pipeline – actually starting a business. The entrepreneurship process is a 
complex endeavor carried out by people living in specific cultural and social conditions. A variety of 
entrepreneurship factors could contribute to individuals’ willingness to engage in entrepreneurial ac-
tivity, for example, “red tape” which could present unfavorable administrative burdens or high costs 
to those thinking about starting a business; access to resources and technical assistance; the openness 
of the market; and cultural values with regard to entrepreneurial behavior. 

 
Fig. 2. Total early-stage entrepreneurial activity in the MENA  

countries, with global comparisons 
 
Figure 2 shows that there is a marked fall off between intentional and active entrepreneurs in 

the MENA region as a whole. In terms of entrepreneurial intention, the MENA region as a whole 
reported amongst the highest levels when compared to the other geographical regions. The average 
for the MENA region was on a par with the averages for Africa and Latin America & the Caribbean 
however; both these regions report early-stage entrepreneurial rates that are double those for the 
MENA region. Although the MENA region has, on the whole, positive societal attitudes towards 
entrepreneurship, the proportion of early-stage entrepreneurs is 70 % lower than the number with 
entrepreneurial intentions. For the majority of MENA countries, there is a fall off between intentional 
and active entrepreneurs. This is of greatest concern in Egypt and the United Arab Emirates. Both 
these countries have highly positive attitudes towards entrepreneurship, and healthy pools of inten-
tional entrepreneurs. The level of early-stage activity, however, is less than a fifth the number with 
entrepreneurial intentions. Egypt reported the lowest score for capabilities perceptions. Capabilities 
perceptions may reveal not only people’s skills, but also confidence in their ability to start a busi-
ness—as such; they are likely to play a significant role in the transition from potential to intentional 
entrepreneur. Low TEA rates in the United Arab Emirates are likely to be influenced by the low 
opportunity perceptions and high fear of failure rates in this country. From an individual country 
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perspective, Lebanon has the highest TEA rate by a substantial margin. A fifth of Lebanese adults are 
engaged in early-stage entrepreneurial activity – double the regional average. This is in line with 
Lebanon’s encouragingly positive levels of entrepreneurial perceptions and competencies across all 
parameters (Table 2). Morocco and the United Arab Emirates have the lowest TEA rates (half the 
regional average). 

Entrepreneurial Activity in the MENA Region. 
Table 4 

Early-stage entrepreneurial activity (% of population) in the MENA  
countries, with global comparisons 

 Nascent 
entrepreneurship 

rate 

New business 
ownership rate 

Total early-stage 
entrepreneurial  
activity (TEA) 

Egypt 8.2 6.6 14.3 
Iran 6.9 6.2 12.8 

Jordan 4.1 4.6 8.2 
Lebanon 9.5 12.1 21.2 
Morocco 1.3 4.3 5.6 

Qatar 4.3 3.6 7.8 
Saudi Arabia 3.7 7.7 11.4 

Tunisia 5.4 4.9 10.1 
UAE 1.3 4.4 5.7 

Average (MENA) 5.0 6.0 10.8 
Africa 14.3 9.2 22.7 

Asia & Oceania 5.1 5.8 10.7 
Latin America & 

Caribbean 
12.3 7.7 19.5 

Europe 5.2 3.4 8.5 
North America 9.5 5.4 14.7 

Read as: 8.2 % of entrepreneurs in Egypt in 2016 were engaged in nascent entrepreneurial activity 
 
A discouraging finding is that the MENA region has among the lowest proportions of nascent 

entrepreneurs, compared to the other geographic groups (Table 4). Africa, which was on a par with 
the MENA region in terms of entrepreneurial intention, has three times as many nascent entrepre-
neurs. Although the nascent entrepreneurship rate for the MENA region is disappointingly low, this 
is offset to some extent by a more robust new business rate. 

From an individual country perspective, the three countries with the lowest nascent entrepre-
neurship rates all have new business rates that are substantially higher than the nascent rates –more 
than three times higher for Morocco and the United Arab Emirates, and twice as high for Saudi Ara-
bia. Lebanon also reports a positive ratio of new to nascent businesses. 

4.2-Established Business Activity. 
The established business rate is the percentage of the adult population that are owners/man-

agers of businesses that have been in operation for more than 42 months. Information on the level of 
established businesses is important as it provides some 
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Fig. 3. Established business ownership rate in the MENA countries, with global comparisons 

 
Indication of the sustainability of entrepreneurship in an economy. These businesses have 

moved beyond the nascent and new business phases, and are able to contribute to a country’s economy 
through the ongoing introduction of new products and processes and a more stable base of employ-
ment. The GEM survey is a point-in-time snapshot of entrepreneurial and business activity around 
the world. It does not follow individual entrepreneurs over time, to see how many of them progress 
to the established business phase. However, the GEM survey does provide a means through which 
the level of mature business activity relative to start-up activity can be examined. 

Figure 3 indicates that the MENA region has among the lowest proportions of established 
business owners, compared to the other geographic groups – a discouraging finding. The poor sus-
tainability of start-ups and new firms in this region therefore highlights the need for policy interven-
tions aimed at supporting and mentoring entrepreneurs through the difficult process of firm growth. 
From an individual country perspective, Lebanon reports the highest rate of established business 
ownership. A fifth of the adult populations are established business owners – three times the regional 
average. What is particularly encouraging is that the TEA rate and established business rate in Leba-
non are the same – this suggests that support structures for start-ups/new firms in Lebanon are effec-
tive, or that the quality of early-stage entrepreneurs is good. Iran also reports a robust established 
business ownership rate and good firm sustainability. The United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia 
have the lowest rates of established business ownership in the MENA region. This is of particular 
concern in Saudi Arabia, whose TEA rate is five times higher than the established business rate, 
suggesting a poor level of new firm sustainability in this country. 

4.3 Entrepreneurial Employee Activity (EEA). 
The Entrepreneurial Employee Activity (EEA) indicator includes the development of new 

activities for an individual’s main employer, such as developing or launching new goods or services, 
or setting up a new business unit, a new establishment or subsidiary. Entrepreneurial Employee Ac-
tivity (EEA) tends to be negligible in both the factor- and efficiency driven economies; however, it 
accounts for a substantial portion of entrepreneurial activity in the innovation-driven group. It is clear 
that although the presence of formal job options may decrease start-up activity in these developed 
economies, entrepreneurial behavior finds a place within existing organizations. From the employee’s 
perspective, conducting entrepreneurial activities from within the safety of a larger organization may 
present a more viable option than risking a start-up, particularly where the organizational leadership, 
culture and systems foster these efforts. Figure 4 shows that the above holds true for one of the inno-
vation-driven economies in the MENA region. Qatar reports an EEA rate that is the highest in the 
region by a substantial margin (almost three times the regional average) and very similar to its TEA 
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rate of 7.8 %. In the United Arab Emirates, on the other hand, the low TEA rate is not offset by high 
employee entrepreneurial activity. The United Arab Emirates EEA rate is lower than the regional 
average, as well as less than half the average EEA rate for all innovation-driven economies in the 
GEM sample (5.1 %).  

Saudi Arabia shows a robust level of Employee Entrepreneurial Activity-doubles the average 
for the efficiency-driven economies. 

 
Fig. 4. Entrepreneurial employee activity rate in the MENA countries, with global comparisons 

 
4.4-Business Discontinuance. 
Figure 5 shows the business discontinuance rates, defined as the percentage of adults who for 

any reason (personal, sale, financial, market, health, business failure, death, etc.) in the last 12 months 
decided to exit one or more entrepreneurial activities in which he/she was involved. Information on 
the rate of business discontinuance is another potential indicator of the sustainability of entrepreneur-
ship in an economy. Entrepreneurship is inherently risky, and a certain level of business closure is 
inevitable when there are numerous start-ups. However, an excessively high business closure rate 
could mean that few entrepreneurs are starting viable businesses, or that they are unable to sustain 
these businesses. In addition, the entrepreneurship environment may not be sufficiently supportive or 
enabling. However, it must be remembered that closure does not necessarily equate to failure. From 
a regional perspective, the MENA region has a high rate of business discontinuance. Although Africa 
has a higher rate of discontinuance, it also has a substantially higher TEA rate.  
The MENA countries also have a ratio of TEA to business discontinuance that is of concern. Across 
all the other geographic groups, for every person exiting a business in 2016 approximately three were 
engaged in early-stage entrepreneurial activity. For the MENA region, however, for every person 
exiting a business there were only 1.7 people engaged in early-stage entrepreneurial activity. Lebanon 
is the exception, with three people engaged in TEA for every individual discontinuing a business. 
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Fig. 5. Business discontinuation rate in the MENA countries, with global comparisons 
 
It must be noted that the interpretation of the business discontinuation rate is often highly 

contextualized. A high rate could indicate low levels of preparations for venturing (capabilities, 
wrong perceptions about an opportunity, low level of motivation, etc.). A low rate, on the other hand, 
is not necessarily a positive indicator as entrepreneurs may be stuck in “dead” ventures because of 
complicated exit regulations, taxation policy, etc. The reasons for business discontinuance are many 
and varied. Some reasons could be seen as positive, such as the opportunity to sell, pursuing another 
opportunity or planned retirement. On the other hand, discontinuation may be due to lack of business 
profitability, problems with accessing finance and running out of working capital. Table 5 shows 
some of the reasons given for discontinuing businesses, for the MENA countries. 

The most common reason for business discontinuance in the MENA region as a whole is lack 
of profitability. A lack of business profitability is consistently cited as the major reason for business 
discontinuance across the GEM sample, with a third of business exits in 2016 due to this reason, on 
average, across all three development phases. Personal reasons and problems accessing finance are 
also fairly common reasons for business exits in the MENA region. In terms of reason for business 
exit, therefore, the MENA countries are no different to all other GEM countries, irrespective of geo-
graphic location or economic development level. From an individual country perspective, financial 
issues are a particularly pernicious problem in Jordan and Morocco, with lack of profitability or prob-
lems getting finance together accounting for over 70 % of business exits in these countries. Access 
to finance, specifically, is a significant problem in Tunisia, with a quarter of respondents citing this 
reason. Bureaucracy is an issue in Jordan, Egypt and Morocco, while incidents account for 10 % of 
business exits in Lebanon. Business exits because of an opportunity to sell are relatively common in 
the UAE and Saudi Arabia, with a quarter of businesses discontinued for this reason. 

Saudi Arabians are most likely to exit their businesses as part of a planned exit retirement. 
5-Entrepreneurs’ Stories. 
The Middle East’s startup ecosystem is booming: 2016 saw nearly $1 billion in venture fund-

ing – up from $200 million the previous year, according to MAGNiTT, a Crunchbase-like tracker of 
regional deals. Companies from Morocco to the Gulf States are developing everything from new 
payment systems to bug tracking software, as well as local counterparts to TaskRabbit and Rent the 
Runway. And entrepreneurs here are hoping that the stereotypes will fade, or at least evolve, espe-
cially among the U.S. and European investors whose help they need. 
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The enthusiasm was palpable earlier this month at RiseUp, one of the region’s premier entre-
preneurship summits, now in its fifth year. In many ways, it looked like any Western tech conference. 
Hoodies and jeans predominated. Flocks of young people flitted about in matching logo  
T-shirts. Sleek sofa-decorated stages were backed by thumping house music. But, because this was 
taking place in Cairo, there were also flurries of headscarves, swaying palm trees, and periodic calls 
to prayer wafting over the campuses where the event was held. 

Over 5,000 people showed up, more than double the 2,300 who attended the first conference 
in 2013. A handful of Western tech luminaries, like Kiip’s Brian Wong, came to give talks. And an 
evening pitch competition, with hefty prizes (by local standards), drew standing-room-only crowds. 
“The culture is changing,” said Dalia Kamar, the organizer of this year’s summit. “There used to be 
stigma in not working for a big company or a bank. Now, having your own startup is seen as a lot 
more attractive.” 

Regional conflict notwithstanding, Western techies and VCs remain skeptical because there 
have only been a handful of big-ticket exits (notably Amazon’s half-billion-dollar purchase of 
Souq.com earlier this year), and there are only a few potential unicorns looming on the horizon. Many 
startups appear to be focused on narrowly local – rather than globally scalable – enterprises. And, 
along with the absence of a mature angel-to-VC pipeline, there remain many regulatory obstacles to 
founding a new company. 

What is promising, though, is the large number of Western-educated techies, like Assaad, who 
are giving up stable, lucrative careers in the West and returning home to dive into this emerging 
world. U.S.-based tech firms are meeting them there: Famed Silicon Valley VC firm 500 Startups has 
created a Middle East specific fund, 500 Falcons, which intends to infuse $30 million into local com-
panies, and the online learning platform Udacity is developing unique, Arab-specific tech education. 
Stripe’s Sarah Heck, an executive with the company’s entrepreneur-focused Atlas product, said the 
energy in the Middle East has led her to make two trips to the region just this year. “You’d be hard-
pressed to come to an event like Rise Up and not say there’s something interesting going on here,” 
she said. 

Fast Company chatted with some of the players helping to build the Middle East ecosystem – 
from first-time founders to serial entrepreneurs and one would-be unicorn. Here are their stories. 

 

 
 

Fig. 6. AHMED MOOR, FIRST-TIME FOUNDER, 33, JORDAN 
 
Company: liwwa. Lending platform that connects small- and medium-sized businesses with 

loans from individual investors and larger banking institutions. 
CV: Born in the Gaza Strip. Grew up in Sudan, Haiti, Sierra Leone, Nepal. Graduated from the Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania and Harvard University (MPP). Standard & Poor’s. 

Founded: 2012. Started operating in 2015. Cofounder: Former senior software developer at 
Etsy. 
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Results so far: 225 loans to about 170 small businesses. Total underwriting of almost U.S. 
$8 million. 

Pace of growth: From March 2015 to spring 2016, liwwa underwrote $1 million in loans. 
This year, they underwrote that much in November alone. 

The Opportunity: Access to capital for Middle Eastern small- and medium-sized businesses 
is a $250 billion challenge. 

Inspiration: Organizations like the World Economic Forum have identified three primary 
large problems globally: climate change, access to healthcare, and access to finance. 

When he realized they were on to something: “Shortly after we launched our web applica-
tion, we had about $1 billion in demand. A lot of that was junk demand. We’d never service that. But 
it brought home that there’s something to this.” 

 

 
 

Fig. 7. TAMER AZER, VENTURE CAPITALIST, 32, EGYPT 
 

Company: A15. A venture capital fund and a venture builder with an ecosystem of 17 
portfolio companies generating more than $100 million in revenues. 

CV: Raised in Egypt. Graduated from the University of Toronto and the University of 
Oxford. Fahrenheit 212 (a global innovation strategy and design firm). 

The opportunity for Egyptian startups: Egypt has 90 million people alone. Startups that 
find a solution in an emerging market that big have probably found something that will work in other 
markets, like India, Pakistan, or China. 

How the Middle East can fund its own startups: As wealthy families in the region with 
family (investing) offices transition power to younger generations, many are showing interest in 
entrepreneurship, funds, direct investing, and in being limited partners. 

Why they still need Silicon Valley and other experienced investors: “What we don’t have, 
and what we want international investors for, is the experience. I’m willing to coinvest to learn from 
them – about transactions, growth, how they support their organizations, and how they help them 
expand internationally.” 
 



94 

 
 

Fig. 8. JOY AJLOUNY, PROSPECTIVE UNICORN, UAE 
 

Company: Fetchr. Courier company that uses mobile phone-based GPS technology to enable 
packages to be delivered in parts of the world that lack functional street address systems. 

CV: Graduated from George Washington University. Founded and ran a designer boutique in 
New York City. Her previous startup, BONFAIRE, a luxury accessories ecommerce site, was ac-
quired by Moda Operandi (owned by LVMH & Conde Nast). 

Founded: 2012. Funding: $53 million, including from New Enterprise Associates. 
Birth of the partnership: After Aljouny sold BONFAIRE, she was invited to mentor a group 

of entrepreneurs from the Middle East. One idea – a GPS-fueled shipping solution – resonated with 
her because many packages BONFAIRE sent to the region were returned because shippers couldn’t 
find the recipient. Aljouny joined forces with Idriss Al Rifai and began to pitch VCs. 

The global significance: “In emerging markets, the transaction doesn’t take place at a laptop. 
You’re ordering COD. The transaction takes place at the door. The shipping company is the one 
getting your money and closing the transaction. Our numbers are higher than other shipping compa-
nies because we use tech to find the customer.” 

 

 
 

Fig. 9. MAI MEDHAT, FIRST-TIME FOUNDER, 30, EGYPT AND UAE 
 

Company: Eventtus. An all-around events management app, whose social component allows 
attendees to identify and connect with other attendees. 

Accolades: Entrepreneur of the Year, Arabian Business. 
Funding: $2.65 million from 500 Startups & Algebra Ventures. 
The Dream: To be the No. 1 events platform worldwide. 
Inspiration: Medhat and her cofounder went to a startup event in Cairo, but it didn’t offer an 

easy way for attendees to identify the people they’d most like to network with. They spent a year 
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traveling the world, attending events, to research what tech organizers were using, and discovered 
there was a major gap they could fill. 

The Opportunity: “Five million events happen every year. $500 billion is spent on events. 
And there’s no one player who’s dominating everything. We think we can do that.” 

Moment of Distinction: At the Global Entrepreneurship Summit at Stanford University last 
year, Medhat was one of three founders who joined President Barack Obama and Facebook founder 
Mark Zuckerberg onstage for a discussion about startups. 

 

 
 

Fig. 10. ELIE HABIB, SERIAL ENTREPRENEUR, 44, LEBANON 
 

Company: Anghami. The region’s first music streaming and digital music distribution plat-
form. 

Founded: 2011. Traction: 57 million users. At any given moment, a couple million people 
are using the service. 

How music is experienced differently in the Middle East than in the West: Many countries 
in the region are conservative and don’t have public meeting places for music – like clubs or concert 
halls. Anghami simulated the social aspect of music by creating ways for people with similar tastes 
to connect – leading to network effects that boosted virality. 

Not an app: Mobile data can be expensive. App downloading – even for apps like Snapchat 
and Spotify – is rarer in the Middle East than in the West. Anghami uses a browser-based mobile 
progressive web app instead. The company also partnered with 24 mobile operators to exclude Ang-
hami streams from data charges. 

Why regional brands have an advantage in emerging markets: “Did Uber succeed in Rus-
sia or China? No, because there isn’t a one-size-fits-all approach. In the U.S., iPhone and Android 
are maybe 50/50 of the market. In Egypt, Android is 90 %. When Apple launched in the Middle East 
a year and a half ago, people told us, ‘You’re toast.’ But we grew more when they launched. We try 
to solve the problems of the local people. The problem that Spotify solved for someone in Sweden is 
a different problem than in the Middle East.” 
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Fig. 11. ELISSA FREIHA, ANGEL INVESTOR, 27, UAE 
 

Company: WOMENA. Sources startups for direct angel investment by its women members, 
and educates women with resources on how to add value to startups. 

CV: Emirati-American who grew up in Paris. Graduated from the American University of 
Paris. 

Accolades: First woman to win Investor of the Year at the Arabian Business Startup Awards. 
Arabian Business’s 100 Most Influential Arabs in the World. 

Notable Investments: AlemHealth (now a Y Combinator company). Bayzat. Souqalmal. 
Inspiration: The funding ecosystem in the Middle East is still nascent, and investors used to 

working with traditional asset classes don’t always understand how to find and assess startups. 
How the focus on women came about: Many family offices in the Middle East are run by 

men, who were skeptical about what Frieha and her cofounder, both women and just 23 when they 
started, could teach them. 

What Middle Eastern entrepreneurs could do with Silicon Valley money: “A startup [in 
the U.S.] that was popular and that crashed was a juicer that was powered by your phone. It raised 
$100 million. Do you know how much we could do here with $100 million? $500 million of well-
invested funds could probably bring the Middle East ecosystem up to the U.S.” 

 

 
 

Fig. 12. WILLIE ELAMIEN, ACCELERATOR, 33, EGYPT 
 

Company: Flat6Labs. An accelerator founded in Cairo in 2011 that has since expanded to 
Dubai, Jeddah, Abu Dhabi, Beirut, and Tunis. 

CV: Originally from Sudan. Grew up in England. Graduated from the University of Cam-
bridge. HelloFood (a Rocket Internet company). Now: Managing Director of Flat6Labs Cairo. 
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Prominent Flat6Labs Cairo graduate: Instabug (subsequently a Y Combinator company, 
now funded by Accel Partners, that was started by two Cairo University students in their senior year). 

The quality of Egyptian startups: “Nearly every company is solving a real issue, because 
otherwise they have no chance of getting any funding. [In the U.S.,] you can get several million 
dollars when you are in prototype or just thinking about the idea. Somebody will just chuck their 
money at you. It’s very different here. You really have to demonstrate that you’re solving a challeng-
ing, real problem with scope for growth.” 

 

 
 

Fig. 13. MONA ATAYA, SERIAL ENTREPRENEUR, UAE 
 

Company: Mumzworld. The first all-around online marketplace for mothers, children, and 
babies. 

Accolades: Arabian Business’s 100 Most Powerful Arab Women. Arabian Business’s 
World’s 100 Most Powerful Arabs – Generation Next 

Milestones: Mumzworld is the largest and deepest catalog of mother, baby, and child prod-
ucts in the region – over 150,000 products, 20,000 of which are exclusive to the company. Some 
global brands view Mumzworld as a key distribution channel for the region. 

Previous track record: “I came back to the region in 2000 [after having worked overseas for 
Procter & Gamble and Johnson & Johnson]. With three other entrepreneurs, we started Bayt [an 
online recruitment and jobs search engine]. This was during the internet bust. There was 2 % internet 
penetration. No one was online. Even the thought of adding a CV online was inconceivable because 
of confidentiality. Leaving the safety of Johnson & Johnson was probably one of the riskiest things 
I’ve ever done. But the company was profitable in Year One. Today Bayt has over 450 employees, 
and one in every two people online in MENA today have a CV on Bayt.” 

 
А. Талаат 

МОТИВАЦИЯ И ВЫЗОВЫ НА БЛИЖНЕМ ВОСТОКЕ  
И В СЕВЕРНОЙ АФРИКЕ 

Аннотация 
Этот отчет о том, как предприниматель может внести больший вклад в качество и направ-

ленность экономического и социального развития на Ближнем Востоке Экономический рост 
на Ближнем Востоке был замечательным с 2004 года, главным образом из-за более высокой 
цены на нефть. 

Тем не менее перед регионом по-прежнему стоят две важные задачи: первая – это созда-
ние лучшие рабочие места для все более образованной молодой рабочей силы; второе это ди-
версификация ее экономики в сторону от традиционных секторов сельского хозяйства, при-
родные ресурсы, строительство, общественные работы и другие отрасли. Это может обеспе-
чить больше и лучше рабочих мест для молодых людей-секторов, которые являются более 
ориентированный на экспорт, трудоемкий и ориентированный на знания. Эти направления 



98 

могут только более инновационными. В этом, частный сектор должен играть еще большую 
роль, чем в прошлом. 

Перед регионом также стоит еще одна важная задача – расширение прав и возможностей 
населения женщины-особенно в экономической и политической сферах. Несколько десятиле-
тий назад мужчины они были менее образованны и составляли лишь малую часть населения 
региона столица. Барьеры, которые сдерживали их, накладывали относительно меньший эко-
номический эффект. Стоимость, чем сегодня, теперь, когда женщины, после десятилетий ин-
вестиций в их образование, на их долю приходится почти половина человеческого капитала 
региона, особенно среди молодых поколений. 

Ключевые слова: Предпринимательство, доступ к финансированию БВСА, институци-
ональная среда, МЕНА области, стартапы, Восточная Азия и Тихий океан (регион Всемирного 
банка), валовой внутренний продукт, индекс человеческого развития, MENA Ближний Восток 
и Северная Африка, организация экономического сотрудничества и развития, анализ главных 
компонент, нереалистичный оптимизм. 

 
E. Vasconcelos-Barrote 

SMART CITIES: A HOLISTIC APPROACH TO  
A PEOPLE-BASED CONCEPT1 

Abstract 
The purpose of this work is to reorient the concept of smart city in a more simple, meaningful 

and people-based manner:  Smart cities are urban areas which fulfill the rights of those who dwell 
on it. Only a holistic approach can concretize all urban potential in order to generate quality of life 
and sustainable economic development through entrepreneurship.   

Keywords: smart cities, entrepreneurship, people-based, thing-based.   

 
Introduction  
Interestingly, some of the concepts related to Smart Cities mention human quality of life, and 

some even mention happiness and healthy of its citizens. However, many concepts are thing-based, 
rather than based on people. These concepts focus too much on infrastructure, technologies, data, 
internet, etc, but do not say too much about those who dwell on it. However, an inhabited land cannot 
even be considered a city, and an infrastructure that does not serve people somehow is completely 
useless.   

Thus, if the concept of smart cities focus on things, it will be reserved for the elite and for few 
– people and countries - that can afford it. In addition, technology will develop endlessly, and the 
concept will never be satisfactorily fulfilled and widely accessible. Therefore, the concept of Smart 
Cities considered in this paper is: Smart cities are urban areas which fulfill the rights of those who 
dwell on it.   

Definitions  
According to FEHÉR, “Smart ecosystem has been recently defined by building  
new business, society and culture by digital devices and services in networks” (p. 1). She adds 

that:  “Per definition, a smart ecosystem is associated with a place or system highly related to infor-
mation and communication technologies, ubiquitous sensing, data-driven decisions and cognitive 
computing, and optimisation of operations. These ingredients determine the design of smart environ-
ments with an expected final goal of an artificial intelligence driven ecosystem. The term “smart” 
describes an intermediate milestone between an initial state of digitalisation and the upcoming artifi-
cial intelligence” (p. 1).  

 According to ALBINO (2015), “Smartness” in the marketing language is: a more user-
friendly term than the more elitist term “intelligent,” which is generally limited to having a quick 
mind and being responsive to feedback. Other interpretations suggest that “smart” contains the term 
“intelligent,” because the smartness is realized only when an intelligent system adapts itself to the 
users’ needs.  
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