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1 Introduction

Given the lower rate of female entrepreneurial activities in the Middle East and North
Africa (MENA) and the greatest gender disparity in this area as compared with the
developed world (Hill and Akhrass, 2018), it is necessary to study women entrepreneurial
activities in the MENA region (Bastian et al., 2018). The performance of women-owned
firms is one of the under-explored topics. Growth can be an appropriate indicator for
evaluating female-owned business performance (Filculescu, 2016) because represents the
degree of entrepreneur’s success (Gartner and Liao, 2012). However, entrepreneurs can
decide whether they want their business to grow or not. Hence, a key predictor of actual
business growth is the entrepreneur’s growth ambition.

Considering the role of growth motivation in predicting business growth, extensive
research has been conducted on the determinant factors affecting entrepreneur’s growth
expectation in three levels of analysis, including individual, business, and environmental
level (Saeedikiya et al., 2017). There is a paucity of research on the relationship between
business’ innovative activities and growth expectation (Castaiio et al., 2016), specifically
among female entrepreneurs. Given the criticality of the role of socioeconomic context
on female entrepreneur’s growth expectation (Davidsson et al., 2010), an underexplored
question arises: how female entrepreneurs’ growth expectation under the moderating
influence of context benefit from innovation?

The literature on growth expectation among female entrepreneurs is expanding and
many scholars evaluate gender variable in their studies. However, the majority of studies
in this field have investigated the differences between male and female entrepreneurs
(Brixiova and Kangoye, 2016) with a major focus on developed Anglo-Saxon countries,
or challenging environments in Eastern Europe, or Latin America. A better understanding
of female entrepreneur’s growth expectation requires exploring the dimensions of female
entrepreneurship in other under-explored contexts such as the MENA region (Sadeq and
Setti, 2013; Bastian et al., 2018). It should be noted that studying women entrepreneur’s
growth ambition and performance in the MENA region not only has its own advantages,
but also conducting comparative studies have the potential to explain this phenomenon
more comprehensively (Bastian et al., 2018). Accordingly, the current study compares
the level of innovation, growth expectation, and benefits of innovation for growth among
female entrepreneurs in the MENA region, as compared with their counterparts in the rest
of the world. In other word, the authors seek to answer the following questions: Is there
any difference in innovation and growth ambition of female entrepreneurs in the MENA
region as compared with the female entrepreneurs in the rest of the world? Is the benefit
of innovation for growth is different among female entrepreneurs in the MENA region as
compared with their counterparts in the rest of the world?

The remainder of this paper is organised in different parts: first, the authors review
the relevant literature on female entrepreneurs’ innovation and growth with a special
focus on the MENA region. Then, we present the methodology with details on sample,
operationalisation of the variables, and statistical analyses. Finally, the results will be
presented and discussed in order to provide some suggestions for future research and the
potential areas needing further and more accurate inquiry.
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2 Theoretical backgrounds and hypotheses

Entrepreneurs can decide whether to grow their firm or not (Sadeq and Setti, 2013).
Therefore, growth ambition is one of the key predictors of actual firm growth (Bulanova
et al.,, 2016). Therefore, understanding the entrepreneur’s growth expectation can be
considered as an initial stage to explain actual business growth (Bulanova et al., 2016).
Hence a critical topic for the entreprencurship literature is to explore the factors affecting
entrepreneurial growth expectation, which in turn can result in actual firm growth. In the
following parts, the authors provide a comparative regional insight on growth
expectations, innovation, and benefit of innovation for growth among female
entrepreneurs in the MENA region as compared with their counterparts in the rest of the
world.

2.1 Innovation affecting growth expectations in female entrepreneurs

Several mechanisms can be used to explain the effect of innovation on growth
expectations of entrepreneurs: marketing approach, strategic management approach, and
economic approach. Using a strategic management approach, one can refer to the
resource-based view according to which innovation can be considered as a source of
value, scarcity, complexity, and non-substitutivity (Roxas and Chadee, 2011) which
brings competitive advantage for firms existing in a market (Saeedikiya et al., 2017). In a
similar vein, innovation can be understood as a source of price competition (Porter,
2008). In a marketing approach, innovations help to attract more loyal customers or
protects firms against market entry barriers (Claude-Gaudillat and Quélin, 2006). Using
an economic approach, one also can argue that innovation can be a source of economies
of scale and economies of scope. In this sense, entrepreneurs who benefit from price
competitiveness and product diversifications increase the likelihood of success and thus,
shape more growth ambitions. These theoretical views have gained support in the
empirical setting. A study by Saeedikiya et al. (2017) showed that entrepreneurs who are
more innovative are prone to shape more growth expectations. Castafio et al. (2016) have
found that technological innovation increases the likelihood of internationalisation and
positively influences entrepreneurs’ growth expectation. Building on above arguments,
the authors hypothesised that:

Hypothesis 1 Innovation affects growth ambitions of female entrepreneurs positively.

2.2 Innovation and growth expectation of female entrepreneurs in the MENA
region

The growth expectation seems to vary significantly, depending on the socioeconomic
context in which entrepreneurs run their business. Different contexts may be indicative of
different structures of entrepreneurship drivers and barriers (Aeeni et al., 2019). In the
MENA region, the rate of the participation of women in entrepreneurship is not only
lower than male counterparts but also lower than female entrepreneurs in the rest of the
world (Bahramitash and Esfahani, 2016). To gain a deeper insight on female
entrepreneurship and understanding gender differences in their entrepreneurial
performance specifically in MENA region, these limitations can be classified into five
important themes:
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The first theme is the level of human capital. Entrepreneur’s skills, experience, and
education are totally known as human capital. Entrepreneur’s human capital is directly
and positively associated with growth expectation (Manolova et al., 2007). Women
business owners often lack prior business experience, especially in managerial positions
(Poggesi et al., 2016). Lack of managerial skills (Welsh et al., 2014), limited access to
training (Zeidan and Bahrami, 2011), or lack of skilled workers (Bahramitash and
Esfahani, 2016) are some key human capital constraints faced by female entrepreneurs in
the MENA region.

The second theme is the access to financial capital. Access to finance is a key driver
in the creation, survival and growth of new innovative ventures. More constraints in
accessing capital results in more challenges in opening and expanding a business by
females (Brixiova and Kangoye, 2016). Female-owned business in the MENA region
have limited access to financial capital, especially in the formal sector (Idem). Research
evidence shows that socio-cultural context has a significant limiting effect on women
potential to access key resources especially financial capital. For example, in some
countries in the MENA region some dominant religious beliefs and traditions provide
men with a significant authority over women in terms of financial responsibility (Kazemi,
2000) which limits women’s access to critical financial resources and confines their
ability to start and develop their own business (Bastian et al., 2018).

The third theme is networking. Social capital increases entrepreneur’s access to
appropriate resources from their networks and play a significant role in reinforcing
growth expectation (Liao and Welsch, 2003). Research shows that networking activities
of female entreprencurs are different from those of males. Manolova et al. (2007) found
that networking has a more significant effect on female growth expectations than males.
However, nature and structure of networks are very important. Networking in private
sphere and close acquaintances have less potential to motivate growth expectation than
networking in public sphere (Sadeq and Setti, 2013). As compared with the formal and
heterogeneous nature of males’ social networks, females significantly resort to informal
and homogenous networks (Bahramitash and Esfahani, 2016), which is due to women’s
limitation in accessing formal and extensive networks. This limitation is more significant
in female-entrepreneurs in the MENA region. Women’s networking behaviours in the
MENA region is influenced by cultural values; accordingly, they are expected to be
almost connected with family and close friends (Ahmad, 2011). There are several formal
and informal prescriptions that prohibit or discourage women from interacting with men
other than their own relatives or to venture outside family borders. Hence, they need to
have male permission for conducting business activities or almost always a male
intermediary on behalf of them undertakes these affairs (Welsh et al., 2014). Sometimes,
the lack of these male agents can endanger female ventures. Such norms and values can
negatively influence female entrepreneur’ networking, though there are diverse and
heterogeneous actors in the market.

The fourth theme is work-family balance. Female entrepreneurs’ obligation to meet
their home responsibilities other than business activities such as housework tasks can
discourage their growth-related decisions. Responsibilities traditionally assigned to
woman such as caring for children are the major constraints hindering the growth of
female-owned business. Although work-family balance is a major challenge for female
entrepreneurs all around the world (Bastian et al., 2018), it is a stranger restrictive factor
in the MENA region; accordingly, female entrepreneurs are more restricted by the
society’s stereotypes about their social roles and their gender identity. To put emphasise
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on the topic, entrepreneur’ gender identity or the extent to which entrepreneurs possess
traits associated with traditional gender stereotypes is an important predictor of growth
expectation in both males and females (Zampetakis et al., 2016). In the MENA region,
cultural norms and values define women identity based on their role as a wife, mother, or
caregiver at home (Tlaiss and Kauser, 2011) and this can make some conflicts regarding
their entrepreneurial ambitions (such as growth ambitions) and entrepreneurial activities.

The fifth theme is entrepreneurial confidence. Research have found that in general
female entrepreneurs are more risk averse than males (Watson, 2012). This feature is
more significant among female entrepreneurs in the MENA region, because in this
region, communities are characterised by patriarchal values which means that men are
viewed as decisive and powerful bodies, and women are dependent and under the men’s
influence (Ahmad, 2011). As a consequence, women lack sufficient confidence about
their entrepreneurial potential (Belwal et al., 2014). Indeed, this can be magnified by the
fear of failure (Poggesi et al., 2016) which has negative effects on taking risk toward
innovation.

These restrictive themes can cause female entrepreneurs to underperform in some
areas of entrepreneurship. The institutional inefficiencies of MENA region also can
magnify this underperformance and cause the female entrepreneurs in the MENA region
to innovate less and be less ambitious about their business growth as compared with their
counterparts in the rest of the world. Therefore, the second and the third hypotheses are
formulated as follows:

Hypothesis 2 As compared with their peers in the rest of the world, female
entrepreneurs in the MENA region are less ambitious for growth.

Hypothesis 3  Female entrepreneurs in the MENA region are less innovative than their
counterparts in the rest of the world.

2.3 Effect of innovation on growth expectation moderated by region

Apart from expecting lower levels of growth in female entrepreneurs in the MENA
region, there are some evidences suggesting that female entrepreneurs in this region
shape less growth aspirations on the basis of their innovation. To explain this, we use the
institutional hierarchy of Williamson (2000) that considers the embeddedness of
economic activity in four levels of analysis. The first level is the informal institutions
level based on which, norms, customs and belief system can influence economic activity.
For Williamson (2000), the first level presents social embeddedness level in which
economic activity is embedded in the value system of communities. Hence, there is a
cultural element for female entrepreneurs in the MENA region who mostly live within a
cultural system that values subsistence and survival rather than human aspirations
(Inglehart and Welzel, 2010). In this sense, one can conclude that female entrepreneurs in
the MENA region expect less growth from their innovation, as compared with women in
communities with more self-expressive values. Moving to the Williamson’s (2000)
second level of hierarchy, there are formal rules of the game. Considering this level in the
MENA region, one can understand the presence of too many regulative and constitutive
limitations in the MENA region impeding growth potential of entrepreneurs from their
innovation. The high level of corruption, weak intellectual property system, and weak
legal system are more evident in under-developed contexts such as the MENA region, as
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compared with other regions. In other words, these regulatory institutions are not efficient
enough to promote productive entreprencurship (Aeeni et al., 2019). Moving to the third
level of the Williamsons’ (2000) hierarchy, there is the governance level in which, the
governance of contractual relations becomes the focus of analysis and determines the way
that individuals interact. Applying this level to the MENA region, there are some
limitations in terms of social interactions and networking patterns adopted by
entrepreneurs in the MENA region which can be characterised as homogenous and
bounded in family relationships. Some authors have shown that the homogenous nature
of female entrepreneur’s social network is negatively related to opportunity identification
and innovation (Renzulli et al., 2000). This, in turn, can prevent women from taking risky
decisions and result in opportunities for innovation. These characteristics can lower the
level of innovation and consequently benefit for growth among female entrepreneurs in
the MENA region, as compared with their counterparts in more developed countries. The
fourth level is the resource allocation level affected by the former three levels. At this
level, actual decisions about innovation and growth ambitions can be shaped by the
influencers from the three higher levels. Referring back to Williamson’s framework, the
authors argue that female entrepreneurs in the MENA region are less ambitious about the
growth out of their innovation, as compared with their counterparts in the world. This
argument is rooted in the fact that in each level of Williamson’s hierarchy, huge
normative, regulative, legislative, and institutional inefficiencies exist and these
inefficiencies can limit the benefit of innovation for growth non-female entrepreneurs in
the MENA region. Based on the above arguments, the authors hypothesised that:

Hypothesis 4 Female entrepreneurs in the MENA region expect less growth from their
innovation as compared with their peers in the rest of the world.

3 Methodology

3.1 Data and sampling

The current research benefits from data collected by Global Entrepreneurship Monitor.
By its Adult Population Survey (APS), GEM measures firm innovation and growth
expectations of the entreprencurs. Our data was extracted from a sample of 109 countries
participated in GEM annual surveys in 2002-2016 and this yields a sample of roughly
162,752 female entreprencurs. The countries participate in GEM surveys by self-selection
annually. In the current research the data of the following the MENA countries has been
extracted and coded for further analysis: UAE, Angola, Cameroon, Botswana, Algeria,
Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Jordan, Iran, Israel, Kuwait, Libya, Morocco, Malawi, Namibia,
Nigeria, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Senegal, Syria, Tunisia, Tonga, Turkey, Uganda,
Yemen, South Africa, and Zambia. The data of the MENA region has been compared to
data of 77 other countries around the globe.

3.2  Measuring research variables

3.2.1 Growth expectation

The firm growth expectation, was calculated by measuring the expected growth in
employment in the next five years which will be calculated using the following formula:
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Employment growth expectation = LN (number of employees in the next five years + 1)
— LN (number of employees in the time of survey + 1).

3.2.2 Innovation

Three components of innovation namely, product innovation, process innovation and
perceived competition have been measured by GEM APS. The three components have
been measured in APS by asking the following questions for product innovation, process
innovation and competition respectively:

Product innovation: Do all, some, or none of your potential customers consider this
product or service new and unfamiliar? Respondents rate product innovation within
their firm based on a three-point scale from 1 to 3 (3 denotes the highest level).

Process innovation: Have the technologies or procedures required for this product
or service been available for less than a year, or between one to five years, or longer
than five years? Respondents rate the level of process innovation within their firms
on a three-point scale ranging from 1 to 3 (3 denotes the highest level).

Competition: Right now, are there many, few, or no other businesses offering the
same products or services to your potential customers? Participants report their
perceived degree of competitiveness on a three-point scale from 1 to 3, with 1
denotes the highest level of innovation and 3 denotes the lowest level. In the current
paper, the mean of these variables was used as a single index of innovation.

3.2.3 Region

Coded 1 for the MENA countries and 0 for the countries in the rest of the world.

3.2.4 Control variables

Age of the entrepreneurs: Logarithm of the age.

Self-efficacy: Dichotomous variable coded 1 for self-efficacious and 0 for
non-self-efficacious.

Risk-willingness: Dichotomous variable coded 1 for risk-willing and 0 for fearing.
Education: The level of entrepreneurs’ education, standardised score.

Firm age: Logarithm of the number of years plus one.

Firm size Logarithm of the number of employees plus the owner/managers.

Role modelling opportunity: Dichotomous variable coded 1 if having a role model
and 0 if not.

Opportunity alertness: Dichotomous variable coded 1 if being alert and 0 if not.

Extractive sector: Dichotomous variable coded 1 if operating in extractive sector and
0 if not.

Business services sector: Dichotomous variable coded 1 if operating in business
services sector and 0 if not.
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e  Transforming sector: Dichotomous variable coded 1 if operating in transforming

sector and O if not.

e Customer oriented sector: Dichotomous variable coded 1 if operating in customer-

oriented sector and 0 if not.

e  GNI: Logarithm of GNI.

3.3 Statistical analysis

Since the current study uses the data in different levels of analysis (country level and the
firm level), hierarchical linear modelling (HLM) is more appropriate than linear

regression. Applying HLM while testing the direct effects, has the advantage of

controlling for the effects of other variables which may affect the results.

4 Results

In this section, first, a description of the sample along with correlation coefficient of the
variables has been reported. Then, the results of hypotheses testing have been provided.
Table 1 shows the results of correlation analysis between variables of interest in the

current research.

Table 1 Correlation coefficients between variables of the study

Mean Std. Innovation Growth Region
Innovation 1.5 0.5 1 0.065** 0.073%*
Growth expectation 0.8 2.36 0.065%* 1 0.037%*
Region? 0.19 0.4 0.073** 0.037** 1
Self-efficacy 0.81 0.39 0.041** 0.025** —-0.003
Age 34 11.5 —0.085** —0.073%* —0.075**
Role modelling 0.56 0.496 0.072%* 0.024** 0.014**
Education 11.22 3.78 0.083** 0.013** 0.013**
Risk-willingness 0.70 0.46 0.032%* 0.019** —0.01**
Opportunity alertness 0.56 0.49 0.085%* 0.046** 0.006*
Log firm age 1.03 1.1 —0.15%* —0.05%* —0.035%%*
Log firm size 1.5 2.0 0.05%** —0.28** 0.012%*
Extractive sector 0.5 0.22 —0.07%* —0.024** —0.028**
Transforming sector 0.13 0.34 0.010** 0.012** 0.015%*
Business services sector 0.10 0.30 —0.015%* —0.01** —0.017%*
Customer oriented sector 0.45 0.50 0.019%* 0.01%* —0.047%*
GNI LOG 2.48 1 0.00 —0.043*%* —0.032**

Notes: aMiddle East = 1 and rest of the world = 0.

*significant at p < 0.05; **significant at p < 0.01.



Innovation and growth ambition of female entrepreneurs 15

5 Results of hypotheses testing

Table 2 gives information on the effect of innovation and region on growth. Hypothesis 1
hypothesised that innovation has a positive effect on growth expectations of the female
entrepreneurs. This hypothesis is supported by the results (B = 0.04, p-value < 0.05). In
other words, female entrepreneurs who innovate more, expect more employment growth
in their firm in the next five years than those who are less innovative.

Hypothesis 2 predicted less growth expectations for female entrepreneurs in the
MENA region as compared to the rest of the world. Results indicated that growth
expectation of female entrepreneurs in the MENA region is not significantly different
than that of female entrepreneurs in the rest of the world.

Table 2 Growth expectation affected by innovation and region

Model 1 Model 2
Innovation 0.04** 0.02*
Region? -0.21 0.07
Innovation * region —0.13
Self-efficacy 0.01 0.01
Age 0.00 0.00
Role modelling opportunity 0.02 0.02
Education 0.01 0.01
Risk-willingness 0.05%* 0.05%*
Opportunity alertness -0.02 —-0.02
Log firm age —0.02%** —0.02%*
Log firm size —0.27** —0.27%*
Extractive sector® -0.01 —-0.01
Transforming sector® 0.20%** 0.20%*
Business services sector® 0.05%* 0.05*
GNI LOG 0.02 0.02

Notes: *significant at p < 0.05; **significant at p < 0.01.
aMiddle East and North Africa = 1, Rest of the world = 0, and ‘customer oriented
sector as the reference group.

Hypothesis 3 predicted less innovation for female entrepreneurs in the MENA region as
compared to their counterparts in the rest of the world. Interestingly, contrary to our
prediction, the results indicated that female entrepreneurs in the MENA region are more
innovative than female entrepreneurs in the rest of the world (§ = 0.20, p-value < 0.05).
This result has been presented in Table 3.

Hypothesis 4 hypothesised that female entrepreneurs in the MENA region are less
ambitious toward growth, as compared to the female entrepreneurs in the rest of the
world. According to Table 2, this hypothesis was not supported, with the results
indicating that the benefit of female entrepreneurs from their innovation toward growth is
not determined by regional differences in our sample.
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Table 3 Innovation affected by region
Coefficients
Region? 0.20%**
Self-efficacy 0.000
Age —0.001**
Role modelling 0.02%**
Education 0.002%*
Risk-willingness 0.01%*
Opportunity alertness 0.03**
Household size —0.005**
Log firm age —0.05%*
Log firm size 0.006
Extractive sector® —0.05%**
Transforming sector® 0.01%
Business services sector® —0.02%*
GNI LOG 0.01*

Notes: *significant at p < 0.05; **significant at p < 0.01.
aMiddle East and North Africa = 1 and rest of the world = 0, °‘customer oriented
sector as the reference group.

6 Discussion and conclusions

The motivation for the current research comes from four key findings in entrepreneurship
research. First, some studies in entrepreneurship domain have shown that innovation has
a significant positive effect on growth and performance of the firms (e.g., Cheraghi et al.,
2014). Second, there are some studies highlighting the lower growth expectations of the
female entrepreneurs as compared to the men (e.g., Davis and Shaver, 2012). Third, it has
been highlighted that the innovation and growth of women owned businesses is strictly
related to the context in which they operate (Sequeira et al., 2016). Fourth, it has been
suggested that women in the MENA regions face fundamental constraints in their
entrepreneurial activity, growth and performance (Bahramitash and Esfahani, 2016).
Taking to account these earlier findings, three important questions remain: first, does
innovation level of women-owned firms in the MENA region differ from those owned by
the women in the rest of the world? Second, does growth ambition of women-owned
firms in the MENA region differ from those owned by the women in the rest of the
world? Third, as compared to the female entreprencurs in the rest of the world, do the
female entrepreneurs in the MENA region benefit from their innovation toward growth
differently from those elsewhere?

The aim of the current study was to answer the above three questions and to
investigate the regional differences in female entrepreneurs’ innovation and expected
growth from innovation between the MENA region and the rest of the world. Data
analysis using a representative sample of world female entrepreneurs indicated no
difference between growth ambitions of female entrepreneurs in the MENA as compared
to their counterparts in the rest of the world. Results also suggest that there is no
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difference in terms of benefiting from innovation toward growth among the MENA
female entrepreneurs as compared to the rest of the world. Contrary to expectations,
female entrepreneurs in the MENA region were more innovative than the other female
entrepreneurs around the world.

The higher level of innovation among the MENA female entrepreneurs as compared
to their counterparts in the rest of the world may be due to low competition intensity in
the MENA region that helps the entrepreneurs import innovations and expect longer
lifecycle for their innovations. This can also be due to the stages of the development of
the economies so that the MENA region countries are mostly at their first stage of the
development and belong to the factor driven stage that are characterised by cheap labour
and factors of production (Porter et al., 2008) which can balance a part of institutional
inefficiencies and lack of resources for innovation. It is also necessary to look at family
dynamics in the MENA region. By their cultural tendencies, the female entrepreneurs of
this region value marriage (Inglehart and Welzel, 2010) and this is important because
research shows that married women are more innovative and growth oriented (Davis and
Shaver, 2012). Higher level of confidence in innovation in traditional cultures also can be
another explanation for higher level of innovation in the MENA region. Research shows
that in the countries with traditional cultures such as the MENA countries, confidence in
innovation is higher than the countries with secular cultures (Ashourizadeh et al., 2014).

Although the above explanations can help in better understanding of innovation
among the MENA female entrepreneurs as compared to their peers in rest of the world, to
gain a deeper understanding, a more detailed cross-regional investigation seems
necessary. Additionally, there are some structural differences within the MENA region
countries in terms of stability, corruption level, GDP and other economic factors. For
example, in the MENA region, despite existence of some similarities in the institutional
context, Gulf Council Countries (GCC Group) are different than the rest of the countries
in terms of political stability, income per capita, economic openness and economic
freedom which can affect the overall innovativeness level of female entrepreneurs
because these conditions can ease the innovation in the products and processes. These
differences and their possible effects on innovation can be another area of inquiry by
future researchers.
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