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Foreword

Dima Jamali

It is a pleasure to write this Foreword for an important new volume on “The
Entrepreneurial Rise and Technological Innovation in the Middle East and North
Africa.” This book could not be more timely, as the Middle East and North Africa
(MENA) region is on the verge of a potential entrepreneurship gold rush as per
the most recent McKinsey report on the topic (Alkasmi, El Hamamsy, Khoury,
& Syed, 2018). An average of 94% of the MENA region population own a smart
phone and 88% are connecting online on a daily basis (Alkasmi et al., 2018), yet
some key digital sectors remain under-developed, and entrepreneurship poten-
tial remains largely untapped. For example, across MENA, only 8% of Small
and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) have an online presence (10 times less than in
the United States) and only 1.5% of MENAs retail sales are online (5 times less
than in the United States) (Elmasry, Barnickel, Dib, & Bansal, 2016). A study by
Digital McKinsey showed that the Middle East has in fact realized only 8% of its
overall digital potential, compared with 15% in Western Europe and 18% in the
United States (Elmasry et al., 2016). However, the region has very good prospects
as we look ahead given that it is experiencing a steady growth in both the number
of successful start-ups and the amount of investment funding available to them
(Alkasmi et al., 2018).

There is little doubt that entrepreneurship and innovation will significantly
shape the future of the MENA region, and will have a multiplier effect on the
economy. A recent research on economic recovery and revitalization in MENA
suggests that for every 10 new successful enterprises, valuations increase to more
than $1.4 billion, opening up to 2,500 jobs opportunities (Endeavor Insight,
2016). Hence, the potential for scale up is immense and entrepreneurship consti-
tutes a key engine for the economic transformation of this under-studied region,
that is home to a population of more than 430 million people with an average
GDP of USD 2.8 trillion (Alkasmi et al., 2018). MENA is projected to exhibit
real GDP growth in the coming years, exceeding $4.0 trillion in GDP value by
2025 (Dobbs et al., 2011). Also the largely youthful population of this region is
likely to contribute to continued economic growth, and sustained and impactful
entrepreneurial innovations. Approximately 60% of the overall MENA popula-
tion is under the age of 30, while 30% falls within the 15-29 age bracket (United
Nations Development Programme. Regional Bureau for Arab States, 2016). We
expect these young people to fuel the rapid expansion of the digital sector in the
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coming years and this most certainly bodes well for real digital transformation.
Yet at the time of the compilation of this book volume the region has in fact real-
ized less than 10% of its digital potential.

There are also important disparities that need to be addressed based on the
GEM 2017 MENA Regional Report, which draws on data from the 2015 and 2016
GEM national surveys. For example, it is important to address the gap between
intending and active entrepreneurs. The number of total early-stage entrepreneurs
in the MENA region is 70% lower than the number expressing entrepreneurial
intentions. Along the same lines, a recent survey has shown that more than half of
MENA region adults believe in themselves to have the required skills, knowledge,
and experience to start their own business and that expectations are increasing as
far as entrepreneurship and employment are concerned (Bosma et al., 2020). Hence
addressing the gap between intentions and materialization is certainly important.
Additionally, it is important to provide a supportive ecosystem and to strengthen
its different components across the value chain, given that the MENA region had
the lowest rate of established entrepreneurs compared to other regions (6.8%) and a
high rate of business discontinuance at 6.2% (GEM 2017 MENA Regional Report).
As important if not more critical is the need to address gender disparity which
is a persistent concern in this region. For example, women in the MENA region
were only half as likely to be engaged in Total Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) as
their male counterparts, according to GEM 2017 MENA Regional Report. This is
despite the fact that in six of the nine MENA countries surveyed, women entrepre-
neurs were more likely to be motivated by opportunity than men. This puts them
on a par with female entrepreneurs in Europe and suggests that developing women
entrepreneurs is a key priority for the MENA region going forward.

It is important to end this Foreword with relevant policy recommendations,
some of which are aptly captured in this volume. There is a need on one hand to
dedicate more attention to school level and university level entrepreneurship edu-
cation (Ismail, Schott, Herrington, Kew, & de la vega, 2017). There is also a need
for supportive and dynamic government policy focusing on creating a nurtur-
ing business environment for entrepreneurship that minimizes bureaucracy, taxes
and market burdens or entry regulations (Alkasmi et al., 2018). There is also a
need to for broader structural policies to provide financing and scale up invest-
ments to build an investment ecosystem that can accelerate the unlocking of the
real potential of entrepreneurship in MENA. Up till now, the region has been
shaped by mostly conventional business funding, and there is insufficient fund-
ing directed to support entrepreneurship, with venture capital (VC) worth only
0.03% of MENA GDP in 2018 (Makki & Rizk, 2019). This new volume edited
by Stavros Sindakis and Sakshi Aggarwal makes an excellent contribution in this
regard by examining emerging patterns, factors, triggers, catalysts, and accelera-
tors to innovation, and their impact on future research, practice, and policy. As
importantly this new volume touches on best practices to nurture innovation and
entrepreneurship in this region, including the need for bolder entrepreneurship
education and preparation across schools and academic institutions. The editors
aptly point out that the coming of entrepreneurship age in the MENA region will
hinge on the right enabling environment to support investor financing, growth,
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and value creation. They suggest that to unlock the start-up system, both private
and public investors must play an active role and take deliberate and concerted
actions regarding investment scale, governance, and performance management in
addition to networking and nurturing a growth mind-set. It is important to note
in closing that the recent surge of Covid-19 and working from home has actually
promoted a wave of innovation and new business start-ups (Sneader & Singhal,
2021) and the services offered by mobile technology generated 5.7% of GDP in
MENA this past year alone, providing $244 billion of economic value (GSMA,
2020). Hence despite all the challenges that are captured in this volume, there is
hope for a brighter future, and there is no doubt that we need to channel more
energy to support all facets of entrepreneurship and innovation in MENA, and
this new volume compilation is likely to be a useful guide in this direction.
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