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Abstract 

This thesis critically examines female entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia, focusing on both the 

traditionally studied urban regions (West, Central, East) and the historically underrepresented 

Northern and Southern areas. It explores how Saudi women’s entrepreneurial experiences, 

motivations, and challenges are shaped by the intersections of regional culture, family dynamics, 

regulatory changes, and socio-economic structures. 

Drawing on feminist conceptualisations of agency, intersectionality theory, social feminist theory, 

and the 5M Framework, the research highlights the complex ways in which gender, class, and 

regional identity interact to influence entrepreneurial pathways. Central to the study is the role of 

family, which emerges as both a constraint and an enabler: patriarchal norms continue to impose 

barriers, yet male relatives, especially fathers and husbands, often provide critical emotional, 

financial, and symbolic support. These family dynamics vary significantly across regions, 

reflecting differing degrees of conservatism and socio-cultural expectations. 

The thesis further analyses the impact of Saudi Arabia’s recent regulatory reforms, including 

changes to guardianship laws and women's increased legal autonomy under Vision 2030. While 

these reforms have expanded formal opportunities for women, the findings reveal that deep-rooted 

cultural norms, especially in more conservative regions, continue to mediate and often constrain 

the practical outcomes of these changes. A critical finding is the pervasive threat of harassment, 

both verbal and sexual, which remains an under-addressed barrier to female entrepreneurial agency 

and business growth. 

Additionally, the study explores how women’s past experiences and social embeddedness shape 

their entrepreneurial identities and strategic behaviours. Marked contrasts between urban and rural 

entrepreneurs demonstrate the influence of spatial, familial, and cultural contexts on women’s 

business practices and aspirations. 

The research concludes by calling for regionally tailored policy interventions that account for 

Saudi Arabia’s internal diversity. It recommends public education initiatives, mentorship 

programs, financial support mechanisms, and continued legal reforms designed to both dismantle 

socio-cultural barriers and foster an inclusive entrepreneurial ecosystem. 
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Ultimately, the thesis highlights the resilience, adaptability, and agency of Saudi women 

entrepreneurs while emphasising the need for sustained systemic and cultural change to support 

their full economic participation. These insights contribute to advancing a more comprehensive, 

context-sensitive understanding of female entrepreneurship in the Gulf region and beyond. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

Entrepreneurial activity is widely acknowledged as a key driver of economic development, job 

creation, and societal innovation (Gaddefors & Anderson, 2017). Traditionally, entrepreneurship 

has been framed as a male-dominated domain; however, the emergence of women entrepreneurs 

has introduced new perspectives, challenging existing gender stereotypes and broadening our 

understanding of entrepreneurial identities. As Anderson et al. (2014) argue, entrepreneurship is a 

socially embedded and evolving process shaped by multiple contexts, agents, and stages. 

Accordingly, understanding female entrepreneurship requires close attention to cultural, 

institutional, and socio-economic conditions. 

Despite growing global interest in female entrepreneurship, research focused on Saudi Arabia 

remains geographically and thematically limited. Most existing studies concentrate on urban and 

economically developed regions such as Riyadh, Jeddah, and the Eastern Province (Sadi & 

Ghazali, 2010, 2012; Ahmed, 2011a; Hashim, 2023). Less attention has been paid to the 

experiences of women in the more traditional and underrepresented North and South regions. This 

geographic imbalance overlooks important variations in cultural norms, family structures, regional 

development, and entrepreneurial ecosystems that significantly shape women's entrepreneurial 

experiences. 

This thesis addresses this gap by offering a comprehensive, regionally sensitive analysis of female 

entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia. By incorporating perspectives from urban, rural, and 

underrepresented regions, the study provides a detailed examination of how regional identity, 

cultural expectations, and evolving regulatory reforms influence women's entrepreneurial 

motivations, challenges, and strategies. It also critically explores how broader reforms under 

Vision 2030 intersect with enduring socio-cultural norms, affecting women’s opportunities 

differently across regions. 

Moreover, this research responds to recent institutional and regulatory shifts that have aimed to 

enhance women's economic participation. While Vision 2030 has removed several formal barriers 

for women entrepreneurs, socio-cultural inertia persists, particularly in conservative areas, 

necessitating a deeper examination of how legal reforms translate into lived experiences. This 
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study moves beyond surface-level accounts to critically analyse how gendered norms, familial 

obligations, and community expectations interact with structural changes, shaping entrepreneurial 

agency. 

The thesis draws on feminist perspectives (McNay, 2000; Martin, 2004), intersectionality theory 

(Crenshaw, 1989; Collins, 2000), social feminist theory (Ahl, 2006; Ahl & Marlow, 2012; Huq, 

Tan, & Venugopal, 2020), and the 5M Framework (Brush et al., 2009) to provide a theoretically 

grounded, context-sensitive exploration of Saudi women's entrepreneurship. It recognizes that 

women’s entrepreneurial journeys are not only influenced by economic opportunities but also by 

how gender, class, regional identity, and familial embeddedness intersect to create complex 

constraints and pathways. 

By expanding both the geographic scope and theoretical framing, this study contributes to a more 

comprehensive and critical understanding of female entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia. It offers 

valuable insights for policymakers, practitioners, and scholars interested in fostering inclusive 

entrepreneurial ecosystems that address not only formal institutional reforms but also deeply 

rooted socio-cultural structures. 

1.2 Thesis Structure 

This thesis is organised into nine chapters, each building progressively to address the research 

aims, objectives, and questions. 

Chapter 1: Introduction. Introduces the research problem, rationale, aims, and theoretical 

positioning. It establishes the foundation for the study and outlines the structure of the thesis. 

 

Chapter 2: Research Context, Saudi Arabia. Provides an overview of Saudi Arabia’s socio-

cultural, economic, and institutional landscape. It discusses regional diversity, recent reforms 

under Vision 2030, and their implications for female entrepreneurship. 

Chapter 3: Literature Review, Conceptual Framework, and Theoretical Framework. Critically 

reviews the global, regional, and national literature on female entrepreneurship. It identifies 

theoretical and empirical gaps, particularly concerning regional diversity, gendered socio-
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cultural constraints, and entrepreneurial agency. The chapter draws upon push–pull theory (Kuhn 

& Schuetze, 1998; Zgheib, 2018), intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1989; Collins, 2000), 

social feminist theory (Ahl, 2006; Ahl & Marlow, 2012; Huq, Tan, & Venugopal, 2020), 

feminist conceptualisations of agency (McNay, 2000; Martin, 2004), and the 5M Framework 

(Brush et al., 2009). These perspectives inform the development of the study’s conceptual 

framework, which explores how gender, class, regional identity, family dynamics, and 

institutional changes intersect to shape women's entrepreneurial experiences in Saudi Arabia. 

Chapter 4: Methodology.  Justifies the adoption of a feminist qualitative research design, outlines 

the ontological and epistemological foundations, sampling strategies, data collection methods, 

and addresses reflexivity, reliability, and validity within the research process. 

 

Chapter 5: Findings – Motivations of Saudi Female Entrepreneurs. Presents findings addressing 

the first research question, exploring entrepreneurial motivations across personal, familial, 

cultural, and regulatory dimensions. 

 

Chapter 6: Findings – Challenges Faced by Saudi Female Entrepreneurs. Analyses the specific 

barriers women encounter in their entrepreneurial journeys, including cultural restrictions, 

regulatory obstacles, family dynamics, and harassment. 

 

Chapter 7: Findings – Impact of Background on Entrepreneurial Practice. Examines how 

women’s backgrounds, prior experiences, and socio-cultural positioning shape their current 

entrepreneurial behaviours, strategies, and identities. 

 

Chapter 8: Discussion. Synthesises the empirical findings with the theoretical frameworks and 

literature reviewed. Critically evaluates how the study’s results support, extend, or challenge 

existing knowledge in female entrepreneurship and gender studies. 

 

Chapter 9: Conclusion. Summarises the main findings and contributions of the research, 

articulates its theoretical, practical, and policy implications, acknowledges the study’s 

limitations, and proposes directions for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Thesis Context: Saudi Arabia 
 

2.1 Introduction 

Entrepreneurship does not occur in isolation; it is embedded within a broader socio-cultural, 

economic, and institutional environment. In Saudi Arabia, the entrepreneurial landscape is 

undergoing significant transformation, driven by sweeping social, economic, and regulatory 

reforms that are reshaping women’s roles in both the workforce and the business sector. This 

chapter examines the contextual factors that influence female entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia, 

with a particular focus on the historical, cultural, and institutional dynamics that shape women’s 

participation in business (Welter, 2011; Anderson et al., 2014). 

The discussion begins with an overview of Saudi Arabia’s demographic and economic profile, 

followed by an exploration of societal changes that have expanded women's economic 

participation especially in light of the Vision 2030 reforms. The chapter also considers the evolving 

regulatory framework, which has alternately facilitated and constrained women's entry into 

entrepreneurial activity. 

While much of the existing literature focuses on urban centres such as Riyadh, Jeddah, and the 

Eastern Province (Sadi and Ghazali, 2010, 2012; Ahmed, 2011a; Hashim, 2023), there remains a 

significant gap in understanding how women’s entrepreneurial experiences vary across different 

regions of the Kingdom. This study addresses that gap by incorporating insights from under-

researched areas in the Northern and Southern regions, where local customs and social 

expectations may uniquely affect entrepreneurial opportunities. As Alshareef (2022) emphasizes, 

spatial and cultural variation plays a critical role in shaping access to entrepreneurship. These 

spatial differences often intersect with gendered norms of mobility, public presence, and family 

surveillance, including forms of gender segregation, all of which are further explored in the 

findings and discussion chapters. 

By situating the discussion within these contextual dimensions, this chapter establishes a critical 

foundation for the theoretical and empirical analysis that follows, enabling a more nuanced 
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understanding of the complex and evolving realities of Saudi women entrepreneurs both in policy 

and in practice        

2.2 A brief of Saudi Arabia  
 
Saudi Arabia, officially known as the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, is a country located in the Middle 

East. It is situated in the southwest of the Asian continent and occupies a significant part of the 

Arabian Peninsula (Wynbrandt, 2021). The country is bordered by Jordan and Iraq to the north, 

Kuwait to the northeast, Qatar, Bahrain, and the United Arab Emirates to the east, Oman to the 

southeast, and Yemen to the south. To the west, Saudi Arabia is bordered by the Red Sea, and to 

the east by the Persian Gulf (Ochsenwald et al. 2020; Wynbrandt, 2021). Saudi Arabia is divided 

into 13 administrative regions, each located in different parts of the country. Some of the notable 

regions include The Riyadh Region is in the Central area where the capital city Riyadh is located, 

this region is the largest in terms of both area and population. The Makkah and the Madinah 

Regions are in the western part and include the holy cities of Mecca and Medina. The Eastern 

Province is known for its oil-rich cities like Dammam and Al Khobar. Asir Region is located in 

the south, with mountains and a cooler climate. Hail Region is in the north and has ancient 

historical sites. Each region has its own unique characteristics, culture, and economic activities, 

contributing to the diversity of Saudi Arabia (Wynbrandt, 2021; A Nassir, 1985; Al-Rasheed, 

2010). The governance of each region is overseen by an appointed governor representing the 

central government. 

 

Saudi Arabia is an absolute monarchy, with the King serving as both the head of state and the head 

of government (Peterson, 2003). The current King is Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, who ascended 

to the throne in January 2015. The country is governed by Islamic law (Sharia), and the 

government's policies are heavily influenced by conservative Islamic values (Commins, 2006). 

The King, while being the supreme authority, often delegates significant responsibilities to the 

Crown Prince, who is the heir apparent to the throne. Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman plays 

a particularly prominent role in the governance of Saudi Arabia. Known for his dynamic approach 

and visionary leadership, the Crown Prince has been the driving force behind major economic and 

social reforms aimed at diversifying the Saudi economy and reducing its dependence on oil. These 

reforms are encapsulated in an ambitious national strategy known as Vision 2030. In terms of their 
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relationship, the King and Crown Prince work closely together, with the King overseeing and 

guiding the overall governance of the country while the Crown Prince often spearheads major 

initiatives, reforms, and day-to-day administrative affairs. The partnership between King Salman 

and Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman has been characterized by a shared goal of modernizing 

the country and taking it towards progressive development, albeit within the framework of 

maintaining its Islamic and cultural traditions. 

 

Some notable changes include women's rights, there have been notable efforts to improve women's 

rights and increase their participation in various sectors (Vision 2030, n.d.b). The most significant 

changes regarding women's rights in Saudi Arabia occurred in July 2019, when the government 

eliminated the requirement for women to obtain permission from a male guardian for various 

activities including obtaining a business licence. This move granted women greater independence 

and equal travel and mobility rights. Additionally, in 2016, the Committee for the Promotion of 

Virtue and the Prevention of Vice, which enforced a strict moral code, was dissolved. This step 

played a crucial role in advancing women's independence and equality in the workforce. 

Furthermore, in 2018, the Ministry of Labor introduced sexual harassment laws to protect women 

from unwanted advances in the workplace (Human Resources and Social Development, 2019). 

These policy changes have been instrumental in promoting women's rights and fostering greater 

gender equality in Saudi Arabia. Also, the government has promoted cultural and entertainment 

activities through lifting restrictions on public concerts and cinema screenings, this move aims to 

diversify the economy and enhance the quality of life for citizens. Another change is in economic 

policy, where Vision 2030 seeks to reduce Saudi Arabia's dependence on oil revenues and promote 

economic diversification. The government has been working to attract foreign investment, develop 

non-oil industries, and increase the role of the private sector in the economy (Vision 2030, n.d.b). 

Additionally, efforts have been made to promote a more open and tolerant society, easing 

restrictions on dress codes and gender segregation in certain public spaces. The government has 

also launched an anti-corruption campaign resulting in the arrest and prosecution of several 

prominent individuals, including members of the royal family and business tycoons. These reforms 

reflect the government's commitment to modernization, social liberalisation, and economic 

development. These developments have the potential to help female entrepreneurs by removing 
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barriers and enabling them to participate in the economy (Kinninmont, 2017; Aldossari and 

Calvard, 2021).       

The government has introduced various policies and initiatives aimed at supporting female 

entrepreneurs and encouraging women to establish and expand their businesses (Aldossari and 

Chaudry, 2024; Jamjoom and Mills, 2023; Aldossari et al., 2023). These efforts include facilitating 

access to financial resources, offering training programmes to enhance skills, and fostering a more 

supportive business environment for women (Vision 2030, n.d.b). One of the most notable 

programmes is The General Authority for Small and Medium Enterprises (Monsha'at), which was 

established in 2016, and has as its main goal to develop, organise, support, and fund the SME 

sector in conformity with best international practices. By doing so, it will significantly raise the 

productivity of the private sector and contribute to raising the contribution of SMEs to GDP from 

22% to 35% by 2030. Monsha'at uses a wide range of activities, with support differentiated by 

firm size and kind, that directly address the market difficulties that SMEs confront. Monsha'at 

helps SMEs with marketing and human resources in addition to offering crucial administrative, 

technical, and financial support to businesses (Ministry of Labor and Social Development 

minister’s office). The country has also witnessed the emergence of various organisations and 

associations that focus on promoting and supporting women in entrepreneurship. Despite progress, 

women in Saudi Arabia still face challenges in entering the business world, including cultural and 

societal barriers. However, with ongoing efforts and policy changes, there is a growing recognition 

of the importance of women's participation in the economy and the potential contributions of 

female entrepreneurs to the country's development and growth.  

 

In general, the culture of Saudi Arabia is deeply rooted in Islamic traditions and customs. Islam 

plays a key role in the culture of Saudi Arabia, determining traditions, social norms, privileges, 

obligations and common practice within society, and the country is home to the two holiest cities 

in Islam, Mecca and Medina (Long, 2005).  As a result, religious practices and rituals are highly 

important to Saudi culture (Tlaiss, 2022; Abou‐Moghli & Al‐Abdallah, 2019). For instance, Tlaiss 

(2022) found that some Saudi women entrepreneurs actively use Islamic teachings to justify their 

entrepreneurial activities, emphasizing historical examples such as Khadijah, the wife of the 

Prophet Muhammad, who was a successful businesswoman. By doing so, they navigate societal 

restrictions while remaining within the framework of religious and cultural expectations. This 
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demonstrates how religion is not only a restrictive force but also a tool that women can use to 

negotiate greater participation in business and public life.  

 

However, the society is conservative, with strict gender segregation in public spaces and a strong 

emphasis on modesty and adherence to Islamic values. Family bonds are strong, and family 

gatherings are frequent and significant events (Alshareef 2017; Alshareef 2022). The family unit 

is the cornerstone of Saudi society. While the traditional cultural values remain strong, Saudi 

Arabia has been experiencing some cultural changes in recent years, especially in urban areas 

(Algahtani, 2022). There has been a growing interest in art, music, and sports, and the government 

has been promoting cultural events and entertainment as part of its Vision 2030 plan to diversify 

the economy and open the country to more international influences (Vision 2030, n.d.b). However, 

it is important to note that certain social and cultural practices remain conservative and closely 

aligned with Islamic traditions. 

 

Culture in Saudi Arabia can vary significantly across different regions due to historical, 

geographical, and tribal factors (Ochsenwald et al. 2020; Wynbrandt, 2021). The country's vast 

size and diverse landscapes contribute to distinct regional cultures. For example, in the Western 

region of Hejaz, which includes cities like Jeddah and Mecca, there is a long history of Islamic 

tradition and pilgrimage, making it more cosmopolitan and open to cultural diversity. The central 

region, including the capital Riyadh, is known for its conservative and traditional values, being the 

heartland of the Saudi Arabian monarchy and administration. The Eastern region, with cities like 

Dammam and Dhahran, is more influenced by the presence of the oil industry and has a unique 

blend of local culture and international influences due to its interactions with foreign workers. The 

Southern region of Asir, with cities like Abha, has a distinct heritage and is known for its 

mountainous landscapes and folk traditions (Nassir, 1985; Ochsenwald et al., 2020; Wynbrandt, 

2021). Each region may have its own customs, dialects, and cultural practices that contribute to 

the rich tapestry of Saudi Arabian culture. 

 

Saudi Arabia is an Islamic country, and religion shapes its legal, economic and social landscape 

through its practice of Sharia law (Long, 2005). Islam plays a key role in the culture of Saudi 

Arabia, determining traditions, social norms, privileges, obligations and common practice within 
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society.  It is commonly believed that the position of women in Saudi Arabia is what it is today, 

because of the connection with Islam (Aquil, 2011). However, evidence has revealed that religion 

only offers a partial explanation, as the inferior position of women is based principally on strong 

tribal traditional customs and patriarchal practices, which use it as a justification to suppress 

women, in particular to defend the segregation of men and women (Yamani, 1996).  However, 

segregation between men and women is a requirement in Islam, and women are only allowed to 

meet men on their own, if they are from the same family. However, implementation of this 

obligation varies across countries. For example, whereas education in Saudi Arabia is segregated 

by gender, in Egypt there is no segregation of the genders in education or in other areas such as 

restaurants and banks (AlMunajjed, 1997).  

 

The complex relationship between females and males is described by both Islamic texts and the 

history and culture of the Muslim world (Wikan, 1995). The Quran and Sunnah both state that the 

male and female complement each other in many ways mentally, physically and emotionally.  

However, because of the patriarchal nature of society, men are more dominant resulting in their 

being more highly valued than women. While Islam assigns different responsibilities, roles, rights 

and obligations for each gender, it does not prefer one sex over the other. In Islam, there is no 

difference between males and females’ relationship to God, both receive the same rewards and 

punishments for their conduct. The responsibilities of men and women towards one another help 

survival and wealth (Walther, 1993). These responsibilities inform the traditional family structure, 

in which women are head of the household and men are responsible for earning the family’s 

income. A study conducted on the influence of culture on Omani and Bahraini female 

entrepreneurs, and the likelihood of them starting up their own businesses, found that Islam has a 

positive influence on their work, because women had always been accorded the power and 

independence to be or do what they wanted from the time of the Prophet Mohammed (Dechant & 

Al-Lamky, 2005). Muslim communities in the Middle East agree that the participation of women 

in entrepreneurship is not taboo or prohibited. Traditional Saudi society views the Saudi woman 

as mother, wife, and daughter and their male relatives as responsible for them and their expenses. 

Alajmi (2001), however, concluded that stereotypes play a major role in Saudi patriarchal culture, 

including the many factors restricting women’s mobility, the structure of gender occupation and 

the segregation between genders (Alajmi, 2001). 
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2.3 Changing Society  

The cultural norms in Saudi Arabia have historically dictated that women should primarily focus 

on domestic roles (Tlaiss, 2015), which has influenced the conduct of women entrepreneurs in the 

country. This tradition of keeping women at home has been reflected in past governmental policies, 

with restrictions on women obtaining licences for operating businesses without a male manager 

until as recently as 2005. As a result, women-led businesses were often perceived as having limited 

capacity and faced challenges accessing the formal market (Nieva, 2015).  

Understanding the roles of women in Saudi Arabian society, culture, religion, and professional 

environments is a highly complex and significant area of study (Sadi & Ghazali, 2010, 2012; 

Ahmed, 2011a), crucial for comprehending identity reshaping and the broader trends unfolding in 

the country. To grasp the complete picture, an examination is necessary at various levels, ranging 

from personal aspects such as acceptable clothing and family roles, to larger group dynamics like 

educational backgrounds and religious involvement, and finally, a consideration of the country as 

a whole with its changing work dynamics and economic influences. Recent royal decrees have 

brought about a revolution in the freedoms and liberties women can now exercise, directly 

impacting their personal and professional capabilities (Algahtani, 2022). As a result, there has been 

a notable surge in women's involvement, particularly in entrepreneurial activity.  These rapid 

developments are fundamentally altering the traditional status quo of day-to-day lifestyles for 

Saudi women, necessitating a renegotiation of once firmly held beliefs and individualities. The 

transformations unfolding in Saudi Arabia are shaping new opportunities and demands for women, 

fostering a shift in societal norms and expectations (Algahtani, 2022). 

According to Alsop et al. (2002), policy makers and laws often respond to changes in society. 

There is a crucial connection between the law and society's perceptions, as it plays a significant 

role in shaping how society accepts various situations. However, the changes introduced by the 

Saudi government have not been implemented in full or with immediate effect; they are gradually 

being incorporated into some areas of the law and regulations. In their academic study, García and 

Capitán (2016) propose a holistic strategy to empower female entrepreneurs. They contend that 

governmental efforts should extend beyond providing education and training for women 
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entrepreneurs and encompass tackling bureaucratic hurdles and administrative complexities. The 

scholars stress that genuine empowerment for female entrepreneurs does not solely depend on 

facilitating access to resources, administrative or financial, from the perspective of the system, but 

is fundamentally rooted in individual preparation through education and skill development. By 

adopting a comprehensive approach that addresses both individual readiness and systemic 

obstacles, the government can effectively empower and foster the success of women in 

entrepreneurship.  

2.4 The Changing Regulatory Context 

On Monday the 25th April 2016, Saudi Arabia announced its “Vision 2030” as a comprehensive 

roadmap to developing various national economic and social aspects. The Vision aims to prepare 

the Kingdom for an era in which it does not rely excessively on oil, and included a highly-

anticipated National Transformation Plan (NTP) (Vision, 2030).One mechanism for achieving 

economic transformation in Saudi Arabia is by increasing the contribution of small- and medium-

sized enterprises (SMEs) to the national economy. Vision 2030 sets an ambitious target of raising 

the SME contribution from 20% to 35% of GDP, positioning entrepreneurship and innovation as 

central to sustainable economic growth (Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 2016). 

 

The Quality-of-Life Programmes 2020 is one of the Vision Realisation Programmes for Saudi 

Arabia 2030. Its goals are to improve the lifestyle of individuals and families, and to create a 

society in which individuals enjoy a balanced lifestyle. This will be done by establishing a suitable 

environment to support and provide new choices to improve the participation of citizens and 

residents in cultural, entertainment, and sports-based activities (Vision, 2030).  

  

Women in Saudi Arabia have experienced many changes, mostly related to the guardianship 

system over the past few years. For example; one of the legal obstacles facing Saudi female 

entrepreneurs is the requirement to have an authorised male agent (al-wakel) managing their 

corporations and representing them in government agencies. This has led to several cases of fraud 

and financial loss (Sivakumar & Sarkar, 2013). With the royal announcement issued by King 

Salman in 2017, women can obtain government and medical services without requiring the consent 

of male guardians. In 2018, all women were given the right to start their own businesses without 
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the permission of a guardian (al-wakel), and to drive a car, thereby removing two of the major 

obstacles to female entrepreneurship (Sivakumar & Sarkar, 2013; Welsh et al., 2014). Women 

were also permitted to watch live sporting contests (e.g. football matches) at stadiums, and join 

the army. Although these are relatively small changes, they offer a clear sign of the recognition of 

the potential of women in Saudi Arabia, indicating that the country is now committed to 

strengthening women’s economic participation and welcomes their contribution.  

As these new changes in the Saudi regulations have the potential for a dramatic transformation for 

female entrepreneurs, it is valuable to conduct this research now. However, social change is 

inconsistently implemented, as social groups vary significantly in how and to what degree they are 

exposed to the areas affected by change (Newman and O'Brien, 1995). Typically, there will be a 

social lag between introducing legal and regulatory change and societal change, changes in 

customs and behaviour (Goffman,1959). Therefore, it is possible that more time will need to elapse 

before the full effect of these changes on Saudi culture, and on female entrepreneurs in particular, 

will be felt especially in non-urban regions.  

2.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the dynamic and evolving context in which female entrepreneurship is 

emerging in Saudi Arabia. Through an examination of the country's socio-cultural landscape, 

regulatory reforms, regional diversity, and institutional changes, it is clear that women's 

entrepreneurial activity is not simply the result of economic opportunity, but deeply intertwined 

with shifting norms, identity negotiations, and policy transformation (Welter, 2011; Alshareef, 

2022; Tlaiss, 2022). The impact of Vision 2030 and related reforms has opened new avenues for 

women's participation in the public and economic spheres; however, these changes remain 

unevenly felt, especially in more conservative or underrepresented regions (Aldossari and 

Chaudhry, 2024; Hashim, 2023). As Saudi women navigate this transitional era, they do so not 

only through structural access but also through the strategic redefinition of their roles and identities 

within accepted cultural frameworks (Al-Rashid, 2024; Sirri, 2024). These contextual insights 

provide a necessary foundation for understanding the more complex theoretical and empirical 

discussions that follow in subsequent chapters. 

 



21 
 

Chapter 3: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 
 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter critically examines the literature, theoretical frameworks, and conceptual perspectives 

relevant to understanding female entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia. It brings together empirical 

studies, feminist and institutional theories, and regional analyses to construct a foundation for this 

thesis’s analytical approach. The chapter also identifies key research gaps and develops the 

conceptual framework and research questions that guide the study. By combining insights from 

local and global scholarship, this chapter positions the research within contemporary debates and 

sets the stage for the empirical investigation that follows. 

The literature review places particular focus on the Saudi context, while situating it within broader 

Gulf and MENA discourses. It aims to establish a clear understanding of the theoretical and 

empirical landscape concerning women’s motivations, challenges, and identity formation in 

entrepreneurial settings. The review is organised to reflect the multi-dimensional nature of the 

topic, covering foundational definitions of entrepreneurship, the global emergence of female 

entrepreneurs, motivations behind entrepreneurial entry, and the range of social, cultural, and 

institutional obstacles they face. This includes dedicated attention to specific barriers such as 

cultural restrictions, sexual harassment, and familial expectations, all of which shape 

entrepreneurial pathways in Saudi Arabia. 

The literature reviewed in this chapter highlights the diversity of women’s experiences across 

different regions of Saudi Arabia, exploring how spatial context, social class, family 

embeddedness, and regional conservatism intersect to inform women’s entrepreneurial agency 

(Alshareef, 2022; Hashim, 2023). Particular attention is given to how feminine identity and 

societal norms around gender roles influence women's entrepreneurial motivations and strategies 

(Tlaiss, 2022; Ali, 2018; Al-Asfour et al., 2017). 

This chapter also integrates recent and relevant scholarly contributions from the region (Aldossari 

& Chaudhry, 2024; Jamjoom & Mills, 2023; Alshareef & Al-Dajani, 2024) to situate this study 
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within current debates. It draws from theoretical insights, including intersectionality, feminist 

entrepreneurship, and institutional perspectives, to deepen the analytical foundation of the thesis. 

Through this critical engagement, the chapter identifies key theoretical and empirical gaps in the 

literature, particularly around how gendered norms and spatial contexts interact with 

entrepreneurial practice in Saudi Arabia. These insights directly inform the formulation of the 

study’s research questions and conceptual framework, ensuring both are grounded in regional 

realities and theoretical rigor. The aim is to provide a comprehensive overview that not only 

informs the fieldwork but also supports the development of a regionally grounded, gender-

sensitive understanding of female entrepreneurship. 

3.2 Entrepreneurship  

The study of entrepreneurship began in the late 1920s (Alkhaled, 2013). The term “entrepreneur” 

is borrowed from French, in which it means “the operator or organiser of the venture” (Sergiu 

Rusu, 2012). A broader definition by Low and MacMillan (1988), shared with Gartner (1988), 

views entrepreneurship as “the creation of new enterprise.” The literature on entrepreneurship 

typically adopts one of three main approaches: the economic perspective, which focuses on the 

entrepreneur’s role in innovation and economic development (Schumpeter, 1934; Kirzner, 1973); 

the business and management perspective, which examines how organisational and environmental 

factors influence entrepreneurial success (Gartner, 1988; Shane, 2003); and the psychological 

perspective, which investigates traits such as risk-taking, need for achievement, and internal locus 

of control (McClelland, 1961; Rauch & Frese, 2007). 

In any scholarly exploration of entrepreneurship, it is essential to first establish a clear conceptual 

understanding of the term. Definitions vary across disciplines and have evolved over time. 

Schumpeter (1934), a foundational economist in entrepreneurship studies, famously defined 

entrepreneurs as innovators who create “new combinations” in products, markets, or processes, 

thereby driving economic development. In contrast, Kirzner (1973) emphasized the entrepreneur's 

role in identifying and taking previously unnoticed opportunities, framing entrepreneurship as a 

process of alertness. These economic perspectives have been dominant in shaping early 

entrepreneurship discourse. 
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However, contemporary scholarship recognizes the need for broader, multidisciplinary 

interpretations. Gartner (1988) argued that entrepreneurship is less about personality traits and 

more about the creation of organizations. Similarly, Shane and Venkataraman (2000) proposed a 

framework where entrepreneurship involves the discovery, evaluation, and exploitation of 

opportunities. Meanwhile, Aldrich and Martinez (2001) highlighted the role of the "nascent 

entrepreneur," someone initiating efforts to establish a new venture, regardless of its success. From 

a sociological angle, researchers such as Edewor, Abimbola, and Ajayi (2014) stress that 

entrepreneurial behaviour cannot be separated from the broader social context, which includes 

factors like class, ethnicity, gender, and cultural expectations. These various perspectives highlight 

that entrepreneurship is not a single, uniform concept, but something that must be understood 

within its specific economy. 

As Hashim (2023) and Alshareef (2022) emphasise, entrepreneurship in the Gulf region, and 

particularly among women, cannot be fully understood through Western-centric models alone. 

Instead, definitions and understandings of entrepreneurship must be situated within the unique 

social, religious, and institutional frameworks of the region. For example, Alshareef (2022) 

demonstrates how spatial and cultural dynamics within Saudi Arabia shape both access to 

entrepreneurship and how acceptable or appropriate it is seen, particularly among women. Thus, 

any exploration of entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia must adopt a context-sensitive lens that 

considers the influence of cultural specificity, societal expectations, and regional variation on 

entrepreneurial activity. 

Interest in the study of entrepreneurship continues to grow, particularly in the field of female 

entrepreneurship. In the late 1970s, women’s entrepreneurial activity began receiving distinct 

scholarly attention (Bruni, Gherardi & Poggio, 2004; Brush et al., 2006). More recently, 

researchers have increasingly focused on how gender shapes entrepreneurial experiences and 

outcomes (Carter and Shaw, 2006). This study takes a sociological approach, examining the 

experiences, motivations, and challenges of female entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia. Particular 

attention is paid to how culture, family dynamics, gender regulation, and identity influence 

women’s entrepreneurial participation and decision-making. 
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3.3 Female Entrepreneurs 
 
 Over the last three decades, interest in entrepreneurship in academia has increased, especially in 

the context of small and medium enterprises (SMEs). Marlow (1997) states that most 

investigations to date have centred around the attributes and inspirations of the entrepreneurs 

themselves; however, most of the research was gender blind. Research undertaken in the 1970s 

and 1980s did not consider the gender of the entrepreneur as a relevant characteristic with potential 

to shape and effect the nature of the enterprise or the entrepreneurial process (Marlow, 1997. p205). 

In the 1980s, some studies compared male and female entrepreneurs, identifying major differences 

between their personal and business characteristics and generally finding women to be ‘weaker’ 

entrepreneurs than men, with businesses that are generally smaller, grow more slowly, and are less 

profitable (Ahl, 2006). Nevertheless, these findings were subject to multiple influences; for 

example, when the data was controlled by industry and size of business, several of the gender 

discrepancies disappeared (De Bruin, Brush, and Welter, 2007).  

 

Several studies have indicated that entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship are male-gendered concepts 

with masculine connotations (Ahl, 2006). Indeed, Avolio (2011) claims that the most challenging 

issue when studying female entrepreneurs and understanding their experiences is the lack of an 

agreed definition of a female entrepreneur. Therefore, he offers a precise and comprehensive 

definition of female entrepreneurs, which has been adopted in this study; i.e. “women who own 

50% or more of a formal business (regardless of how they obtained the ownership), who are 

actively involved in their process as managers, and who create employment for themselves and for 

other people” (Avolio, 2011, p10). Moreover, Moore defined a woman entrepreneur as “the female 

head of a business corporate who has taken the initiative of starting a new enterprise, who is taking 

the associated risks and financial, administrative, and social responsibilities, and who is actually 

in-charge of its day-to-day management” (Moore, 1990, p 276). Marlow and McAdam argued that 

women‐owned businesses have constrained performance; this does not mean underperformance, 

but rather that small-businesses and specific sectors are normative (Marlow & McAdam, 2013). 

Huq (2020) takes a closer look at how women entrepreneurs grow their businesses rapidly by using 

strategies influenced by their gender, challenging the old idea that their businesses are small or 

limited to certain fields because of underperformance. Instead, Huq shows that women blend their 
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personal and social goals with their business efforts, using their unique experiences and values. 

This approach questions the traditional views on entrepreneurship and highlights the special role 

of women in driving business innovation and growth. 

  

Furthermore, Birley (1989) claimed that descriptive study models often ignore the more subtle 

issues within which women are socially and situationally bound. Hence, female entrepreneurship 

researchers have recently proposed the creation and implementation of more gender-aware 

frameworks that facilitate the study of female entrepreneurship by applying feminist theories 

(Brush, Bruin and Welter, 2009). (Alkhaled, 2021) emphasizes that entrepreneurship among 

women in Saudi Arabia is closely linked to social change and feminist solidarity. It highlights how 

these entrepreneurs use their businesses to engage in political activism and drive societal change, 

challenging patriarchal norms and contributing to societal progress. This view supports Hyde's 

(2005) view that entrepreneurial actions are socially embedded, suggesting that gender roles and 

entrepreneurship cannot be fully understood in isolation from the broader societal and cultural 

context. It has been argued that the impact of female entrepreneurs on social change has been 

overlooked (Calás et al., 2009). A review of the literature clarifies that there are some differences 

between male and female entrepreneurs in terms of business characteristics, motivations, and 

performance. Hazudin, Kader, Tarmuji, Ishak and Ali (2015) argued that these gender differences 

in the context of entrepreneurship underline the importance of gender as a factor determining 

performance and success. Hazudin et al. (2015) claimed that gender is a powerful control variable 

for explaining entrepreneurial motivation, behaviour, and success. 

According to Jayawarna, Rouse and Macpherson (2007), class and gender are socially constructed, 

and the intersection between the two elements defines entrepreneurial opportunities. They suggest 

that “an individual’s act of corporate creation occurs from their experience of socially structured 

relations that develop across their life course” (Jayawarna, Rouse and Macpherson, 2007, p. 283). 

They focused on studying the interaction between social class and gender and its impact on 

business start-ups in the United Kingdom. For example, children born to entrepreneurs, with 

parents higher up the occupational ladder, who were wealthier as children, and who completed a 

basic level of childhood education, are more likely to start a business. Therefore, the opportunities 

to start a business are notably influenced by access to traditional educational resources, family 
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status, and wealth (Jayawarna, Rouse and Macpherson, 2007). In addition, empirical evidence 

supports the notion that female entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia contribute to the development and 

empowerment of other women through job creation (Damanhouri, 2017). 

Abou-Moghli and Al-Abdallah (2019) identify Saudi Arabia's opportunities and challenges for 

female entrepreneurs. The researchers conducted a systematic literature review of approximately 

100 academic studies published between 2005 and 2019 and discovered significant variations in 

the context in which Saudi female entrepreneurs operated. On the one hand, Abou-Moghli and Al-

Abdallah (2019) suggested that Saudi women had substantially more social, cultural, and financial 

restrictions on their economic operations during the 2005–2010 period than during the 2016–2019 

period. However, Abou-Moghli and Al-Abdallah (2019) discovered that women business owners 

in Saudi Arabia still encountered obstacles, including unclear regulations, bureaucratic 

environments, prejudiced mindsets, and antiquated norms. Similar to this, Al Harbi (2018) found 

that prejudice against women is pervasive in Saudi society and is particularly pronounced in 

situations like education and the workplace. Women are significantly underrepresented in many 

social and economic spheres; for instance, they are often perceived as less talented and educated 

than men (Islam, Bokhari and Abalala, 2018). Although the study by Abou-Moghli and Al-

Abdallah (2019) sheds light on how the situation regarding women's rights and freedoms has 

changed, it does not show the state of female entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia at the moment.  

 

In Saudi Arabia, the role of women in society has changed considerably over recent years. 

Sivakumar and Sarkar (2013) conducted a quantitative study, sampling 80 Saudi female 

entrepreneurs in the Eastern Province. They found that Saudi females are becoming more willing 

and able to take on challenges and achieve success in several areas of their public, economic, and 

social lives (Sivakumar &  Sarkar, 2013). A growing number of women are now contributing to 

the economy and their countries by opening small and medium businesses (Sivakumar & Sarkar, 

2013). The main factors motivating Saudi females wishing to start a business are self-achievement, 

desire for independence, self-confidence and profit related motives (Sadi & Ghazali, 2010; Danish 

& Smith 2012).  

 

When reviewing the literature, it became apparent that gender is at the crux of the entrepreneurial 

process. The primary focus of this study is not to investigate gender differences between women 
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and men in the domain of entrepreneurship. However, it is necessary to understand how female 

entrepreneurs have been evaluated in previous studies, in order to understand the characteristics of 

independent female entrepreneurs. This study will not evaluate women’s capabilities and qualities 

in entrepreneurship; rather, it investigates female entrepreneur’s motivation and the challenges 

they encounter in the Saudi Arabian context. Furthermore, it studies women only, rather than 

comparing male and female entrepreneurship, due to the different norms associated with 

masculinity and femininity in business and the socio-cultural context in which men and women 

operate in countries like Saudi Arabia.  

 

3.4 Motivational Drivers in Women's Entrepreneurship 

3.4.1 Push–Pull Motivational Factors 
 
Motivation is an important element informing entrepreneurial success (Buttner and Moore, 1997); 

“…entrepreneurial motivations are important explanatory mechanisms for a variety of 

entrepreneurial behaviours” (Carsrud & Brännback, 2011). Moreover, Hisrich and Brush (1986b) 

argue that the motivation to overcome obstacles might also drive success in business. All 

entrepreneurs require motivation and sufficient aspiration to start-up and manage a business. These 

motivational factors may be either “Push” or “Pull” (Kickul & D’Intino, 2004).  Kickul and 

D’Intino (2004) suggest that female entrepreneurs may be pushed into starting businesses out of 

necessity because of encountering the glass ceiling, recession, unemployment, and the need for 

flexibility alongside wealth creation. On the other hand, they may be pulled into starting businesses 

because they recognize opportunities and choose to pursue them, such as the need for personal 

achievement, independence, and self-development. It is important to highlight here the extent to 

which the strength of push/pull theory is applicable to both men and women. Therefore, combining 

push/pull theory with other more specifically tailored gender theories, such as the 5 M’s theory, 

has helped the researcher understand female entrepreneurship more clearly.     

 

Serviere (2010) states that true entrepreneurial behaviour is motivated by several reasons personal 

to the individual and that the social context and background will have a huge influence on 

motivation. The article also states that it should not be assumed that all ventures began under the 
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same circumstances or with the same motivations, whether social, economic, or psychological. 

Different social circumstances and motivations have an influence on the way that an individual 

perceives entrepreneurship. The primary theories around motivations for entrepreneurship have 

classified them into two categories “push” factors and “pull” factors (Kirkwood and Walton 2010).  

 

The study of female entrepreneurs, and the study of factors that can affect women, includes such 

aspects as motivation, family background, and educational level, and has attracted the attention of 

a number of researchers. To illustrate, one study applying the push/pull model indicates that the 

majority of French female entrepreneurs launch their businesses not out of necessity, but instead 

were mostly pulled into starting their businesses, for example, the need for independence, and the 

innovative ideas they have (Orhan & Scott, 2001). Sharif (2015) stated that the glass ceiling 

phenomenon; i.e. the lack of progress for women to senior levels in the workplace, spurs Malaysian 

women to pursue entrepreneurial routes, especially within the legal professions.  

As of May 2021, Saudi Arabia experienced a significant rise in female entrepreneurship, by the 

issuance of 139,754 new commercial licenses to women in 2021(Saikali et al., 2023). Thus, it is 

important to research the motivation behind Saudi women's entrepreneurship across different 

regions. 

 

Empirical studies have indicated that Saudi women are frequently ‘pulled’ into entrepreneurship 

through a desire for ‘self-achievement’ and ‘independence’. Other factors include spotting 

opportunities, the desire to attain a flexible work-family balance, increased self-confidence, profit 

motives, and the desire to contribute to society (Sadi & Ghazali, 2010; 2012; Ahmed, 2011). Other 

important factors behind a Saudi entrepreneur’s intent include ambition fostered at home, travel 

abroad, and personal experience gained during their professional life (Basafear, Niehm & 

Bosselman. 2018). Welsh, Memil, Kaciak and Al Sadoon (2014) stated that the most providers of 

moral supporters of Saudi female entrepreneurs are their parents, while siblings, spouses, relatives, 

and friends emerge as second tier supporters. This could be due to the fact that in Islamic societies, 

parents are considered the wisest figures to consult, and their suggestions and recommendations 

are often taken as the most appropriate; trust may also be an issue. A number of researchers have 

focused on the role of trust in entrepreneurship, as trust is important to the economy and in human 

relations (Misztal, 1996). Trust can lead to a fuller exchange of resources and information between 
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employees, as well as between female entrepreneurs and their managers (Adler, 2001). However, 

little empirical evidence exists explaining the trust between women entrepreneurs and their close 

relatives, or the differences in the ranking of family members’ support for women entrepreneurs. 

or if this ranking differs regionally, circumstantially, or by industry. Therefore, this study requires 

a methodological approach which allows the investigation of the nuances and interrelationships 

between social support for female entrepreneurs and influential others. This demands an approach 

wherein the researcher has greater flexibility to explore this issue; thus, a qualitative 

methodological approach has been used to tease out how trust can be interpreted in familial 

relationships and also within business communities and institutions.     

 

Basafear et al. (2018) conducted a qualitative study exploring challenges, opportunities, and 

potential for Saudi female entrepreneurs. They used in-depth interviews with a sample of nine 

women from Jeddah in the “West region of Saudi Arabia”. The most significant finding of this 

study is that Saudi females require self-efficacy to recognise their entrepreneurial potential. The 

authors found that the participants reported high levels of perceived self-efficacy or self-

confidence which allow them to have high perceived desirability; therefore, these Saudi female 

entrepreneurs were able to recognize their entrepreneurial potential and intentions, regardless of 

any educational, familial, cultural, or economic obstacles they might have faced. However, 

Basafear et al. (2018) did not elaborate upon how families and institutions might intentionally 

increase women’s motivation to be self-employed. We require more research to understand the 

role of families and institutions in female entrepreneurship experiences, using a larger sample from 

various regions of Saudi Arabia (Sadi & Ghazali, 2010; Danish & Smith 2012).  

3.4.2 Motivation and the Family 
According to Webster and Haandrikman (2017) research, familial structure has a significant 

impact on how Thai women become entrepreneurs and what drives them to do so. Since Thai 

migrant women over the age of 30 exhibit increased entrepreneurial activity, the focus on Thai 

women is distinctive. Nonetheless, their spouses and companions are typically much older and 

more educated than women. Because of this, there is an intriguing interplay between couples since 

women are quite independent in their need or desire to pursue a passion, but they require support 
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from their partner in order to do so. This can be done by requesting that spouses submit paperwork, 

by supporting them with regard to language challenges, or by giving them financial support. 

 

Research conducted by Fallatah (2012) highlights the significance of family standing within Saudi 

communities and its influence on the development of female entrepreneurship. The study aims to 

provide women entrepreneurs with a platform to share their motivations for starting businesses 

and the obstacles they faced during their journeys. The research identifies four key motivators for 

female entrepreneurs, which are categorised as "Family support, Government support, 

Professionalism, and Partnership" (Fallatah, 2012). Among these motivators, family support 

emerges as the most prominent factor for women venturing into entrepreneurship. This is attributed 

to the substantial role played by family structures and values in Saudi Arabian society. The strong 

influence of families is recognised as a crucial driver for women embarking on their 

entrepreneurial endeavours. By emphasising the significance of family support as a motivator for 

female entrepreneurship, the research sheds light on the interplay between familial dynamics and 

entrepreneurial pursuits in Saudi Arabia. It underscores the importance of familial factors in 

shaping women's decisions to start their own businesses and highlights the potential impact of 

family standing on the overall entrepreneurial landscape in the country. 

 

According to Goffee and Scase (1985), the motivation for success among female entrepreneurs in 

Britain is not solely limited to family considerations, as some groups are also driven by economic 

and creative aspirations. While family support may have initially motivated certain individuals to 

become entrepreneurs, the desire for economic and creative achievement also plays a significant 

role. Goffee and Scase (1985) argue that many British female entrepreneurs prefer not to expand 

their businesses due to concerns about the potential impact on their time, personal lives, and family 

relationships. While husbands may provide support in the background as economic advisors, the 

researchers note that British female entrepreneurs often rely on their own savings to overcome the 

specific challenges of obtaining start-up capital. These activities, including using personal savings 

and navigating business growth cautiously, can contribute to the development of courage, strength, 

and self-confidence among women entrepreneurs. By engaging in these entrepreneurial pursuits, 

women can assert themselves and move away from the constraints imposed by patriarchal class 

structures in society. This study finding aligns with the research discussed earlier, which 
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emphasizes the significance of overcoming societal norms and barriers in pursuing entrepreneurial 

goals. 

 

A previous study conducted by Alzahrani (2012) in Saudi Arabia examines the challenges faced 

by female entrepreneurs in the fashion and textiles industry. The study identifies various factors 

that impact the success of these businesses, including the personal characteristics of the 

entrepreneur, product quality, advertising and promotion strategies, support from family, 

educational background, availability of resources, and prior experience in the field. 

 

The study conducted by Zamberi Ahmad (2011) focuses on the experiences of nineteen female 

entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia, who were identified through the Women's Section of the Riyadh 

Chamber of Commerce and Industry. Through in-depth interviews with these women, the 

researcher explores their personal characteristics, motivational factors, business challenges, and 

perceptions of entrepreneurial activities. One key finding of the study is that the educational 

backgrounds and methods of acquiring entrepreneurial skills differ among female entrepreneurs in 

Saudi Arabia. This suggests that there is diversity in the pathways through which women enter 

entrepreneurship in the country. Zamberi Ahmad (2011) aims to contribute to the advancement of 

female entrepreneurship across the Islamic world. Based on the findings, the author proposes 

strategies to enhance the success rates of women entrepreneurs in Islamic countries. The study also 

indicates a positive shift towards the inclusion of women in entrepreneurial activities within Saudi 

Arabian society and across Islamic countries. This suggests that attitudes towards women's 

entrepreneurship are evolving and becoming more supportive in these contexts. Saudi Arabia is 

also adopting policies and implementing measures to promote and encourage women's 

engagement in entrepreneurial activities. These efforts aim to develop entrepreneurial traits and 

skills among Saudi women, empowering them to become successful entrepreneurs. This study will 

assess the impact and effectiveness of these policy changes in promoting female entrepreneurship 

across Saudi Arabia.  

 

The study by Zhang and Chun (2017) highlights the importance of identity in entrepreneurship, as 

this can influence motivation, activities, and commitment. The Black (2012) study reveals that 

entrepreneurs could be motivated to start businesses either to fulfil a pre-existing entrepreneurial 
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identity or to satisfy a non-pre-existing entrepreneurial identity. Additionally, societal 

considerations and family pressure can influence the strength and development of an 

entrepreneurial identity. The findings underscore the dynamic nature of entrepreneurial identity, 

shaped by personal experiences and cultural contexts. 

 

A study conducted by Alhothali and Al-Dajani (2022) examines how emotions influence the 

resilience of women entrepreneurs in the context of Saudi Arabia’s transformation, specifically in 

the face of challenging situations such as the COVID-19 pandemic. The research focuses on 

women-owned digital microbusinesses and their ability to withstand disruptions. Using a 

qualitative longitudinal approach, the study reveals that six out of the eight microbusinesses 

studied were able to survive the pandemic, largely due to the role of digital entrepreneurship. The 

findings highlight the importance of passion-driven women entrepreneurs who exhibited positive 

emotions, thoughts, and actions, allowing them to demonstrate resilience and overcome obstacles 

despite the difficult circumstances (Alhothali & Al-Dajani, 2022). The data collection in 2018 

provided insights into the motivations and challenges faced by the participating female 

entrepreneurs. The challenges included financial constraints, competition, and finding reliable 

suppliers. Following the COVID-19 pandemic, the entrepreneurs reported increased prices of raw 

materials but were actively seeking suppliers offering reasonable prices without compromising 

quality. The motivations for sustaining their businesses centred around being passionate about 

their purpose, product or service, desiring independence through self-employment; one participant 

even turned her hobby into a business. Some participants' motivation evolved from self-

employment to passion. These results support previous studies on entrepreneurial passion and 

highlight the importance of individuals having a strong preference for and enjoyment in their 

entrepreneurial activities. The findings also suggest that a lack of job opportunities and 

unemployment can drive individuals to start and grow their own businesses out of necessity. 

Additionally, some entrepreneurs are motivated by hobbies that they pursue during their free time 

(ibid., 13). It can be observed that Saudi women entrepreneurs utilised their motivations to 

overcome various challenges, including cultural and family barriers, regulatory obstacles, and 

crises. (ibid., 3) study was restricted to female microbusiness owners in a specific city in Saudi 

Arabia, which links to their recommendation that future studies expand the geographical scope to 
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include other cities within Saudi Arabia especially as the role of women in Saudi Arabia and in 

the wider region is changing. A recommendation that this study is observing.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a great impact on the global economy, populations, and business 

cycles. Small businesses with limited personnel and capital resources have been severely affected 

(Alhothali & Al-Dajani, 2022). Saudi small and medium businesses were not exempt from this 

impact. In response to the pandemic, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, as did the rest of the world, 

implemented strict regulations to contain the spread of COVID-19, including lockdowns and 

restrictions. As a result, all in-person business, support programmes, communications, and 

activities were halted. These activities were not reactivated until businesses were able to offer them 

online (ibid., 14). When the pandemic hit, it brought both new challenges and opportunities that 

had a big impact on what motivated women to start businesses (González & Macias-Alonso, 2023, 

Afshan et al., 2021). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly reshaped the entrepreneurial landscape, affecting the 

motivation of women entrepreneurs. It created some push factors that motivate women to start 

their businesses; these factors include economic insecurity and job loss (Alhothali & Al-Dajani, 

2022), as well as other pull factors, including the need for innovation, digital opportunities, and 

adaptability (Afshan et al., 2021). As a result, female entrepreneurs have been driven to explore 

new paths in entrepreneurship, responding to the changing business environment with resilience 

and creativity (González & Macias-Alonso, 2023). While it's important to highlight that the data 

gathered and examined in this research was obtained shortly before the implementation of 

lockdown measures and the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, it does highlight the push and pull 

factors that can affect female entrepreneurs in Saudi. 

In summary, several studies have examined various aspects of female entrepreneurship, providing 

insights into motivations, challenges, and the influence of family and social context. Motivations 

for entrepreneurship can be categorised as push factors (driven by necessity or constraints) and 

pull factors (driven by recognition of opportunities and personal fulfilment). Family support is 

often a key motivator for women entrepreneurs, while other factors include personal achievement, 

independence, and the desire for flexibility. Research conducted in Saudi Arabia highlights the 

significance of family support and the role of familial dynamics in shaping women's decisions to 
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start businesses. Additionally, studies have identified challenges faced by female entrepreneurs, 

such as cultural and regulatory obstacles. These findings contribute to a growing understanding of 

female entrepreneurship and the need for tailored support and policies to foster its development. 

Almost all research has focused on specific cities in Saudi Arabia, which makes the argument that 

future research should consider broader geographical contexts.  

 

3.5 Structural and Socio-Cultural Barriers to Women’s Entrepreneurship 
 
Despite recent policy reforms aimed at enhancing women's economic participation in Saudi 

Arabia, female entrepreneurs continue to face substantial barriers that are deeply embedded in 

patriarchal structures and cultural norms (Aldossari & Chaudhry, 2024; Al-Asfour et al., 2017). 

These obstacles extend beyond formal restrictions and are often reinforced through everyday 

practices, social expectations, and informal control mechanisms within families and communities 

(Tlaiss & Khanin, 2023; Alshareef, 2022). Scholars have highlighted how women’s 

entrepreneurial experiences are shaped by intersecting challenges, ranging from societal 

perceptions and gendered spatial limitations to experiences of harassment and the complexities of 

familial obligations (Jamjoom & Mills, 2023; Akbar et al., 2023). These constraints are not 

uniform; rather, they are experienced differently depending on women’s location, class, and 

familial context, pointing to the importance of an intersectional understanding of these barriers 

(Hashim, 2023; Rodriguez & Scurry, 2019). The following subsections critically examine three 

key obstacles encountered by Saudi female entrepreneurs: cultural restrictions, harassment in 

public and professional spaces, and the role of family as both a support system and a source of 

constraint. 

 
3.5.1 Cultural Norms and Gendered Expectations 
 

Cultural norms in Saudi Arabia remain a powerful force that can either restrict or enable women’s 

entrepreneurial aspirations. Despite recent reforms, the performativity of deeply rooted gender 

expectations continues to shape women’s access to entrepreneurial spaces. For instance, recent 

research by Alshammari et al. (2025) found that even when organisational policies support gender 

inclusion, women still face subtle cultural policing through expectations of modesty and domestic 
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prioritisation. This boundary work, where women constantly negotiate visibility and acceptability, 

demonstrates how cultural constraints are actively maintained in workplaces and mirrored in 

entrepreneurial environments. Such pressures reflect not only internalised norms but also external 

communal judgment, which may prevent women from pursuing or sustaining business ventures. 

Patriarchal culture in Saudi Arabia continues to produce gendered forms of precarity, particularly 

in sectors where women’s participation has historically been marginalised. A recent study by 

Alghamdi (2024) in the retail sector highlights how state-led reforms coexist with deeply 

entrenched norms that sustain precarious conditions for female workers. These conditions include 

limited job security, social scrutiny, and symbolic barriers to leadership, all of which can extend 

into the entrepreneurial space. As such, even when women are formally included, they must 

navigate complex socio-cultural expectations that maintain gendered inequalities (Alghamdi, 

2024). This cultural precarity reinforces the argument that structural inclusion is not sufficient 

without cultural transformation. 

 

The intersection of cultural gender norms and patriarchy significantly shapes the entrepreneurial 

motivations and experiences of women in the Gulf region, particularly in Saudi Arabia. Tlaiss 

(2022) employs an intersectional feminist framework to analyse the entrepreneurial experiences 

of Saudi Arabian women, providing crucial insights into how dimensions such as gender, culture, 

and socio-economic status intersect and shape these experiences. This approach is essential in 

challenging the singular focus on gender, calling for a more nuanced analysis that considers 

overlapping systems of oppression and privilege. The study highlights how Saudi women navigate 

patriarchal and culturally restrictive environments, creating new spaces for economic and social 

empowerment. It not only illuminates the resilience and agency of these women but also critiques 

the structural and cultural barriers impeding their entrepreneurial success. By focusing on the lived 

experiences and strategic actions of Saudi women entrepreneurs, Tlaiss (2022) contributes to a 

broader understanding of gender dynamics in conservative settings. 

Aldossari and Chaudhry (2024) further contribute to this discussion by examining the complex 

interplay between state-driven policies and patriarchal norms in Saudi Arabia. Drawing on Sylvia 

Walby’s (1989) theory of patriarchy, their research illustrates how state policies aimed at 

modernizing the labour market and increasing women's participation often clash with deep-seated 

socio-religious norms. While legal and policy reforms have expanded opportunities for women, 
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these changes have been met with resistance in the form of both structural and subjective precarity. 

Structurally, women continue to face institutional barriers such as bureaucratic limitations and 

inconsistent policy implementation. Subjectively, women experience job insecurity, societal 

pressures, and increased risks of sexual harassment, reflecting the persistent cultural unease 

surrounding their expanded roles. 

Recent feminist research highlights that progress toward gender equality is frequently 

accompanied by backlash, particularly in societies with rigid gender norms. Piscopo and Walsh 

(2020) argue that as women take on more public and economic roles, patriarchal forces often 

reassert traditional family values as a form of resistance. This is evident in Saudi Arabia, where 

despite state-led gender reforms, conservative tribal traditions continue to reinforce gender 

segregation and rigid family roles. The slow pace of social norm change, particularly in rural and 

tribal areas, means that women navigating entrepreneurship and employment still encounter 

significant cultural barriers. 

This highlights the importance of addressing not only sexual harassment and workplace challenges 

but also the broader societal pushback against shifting gender dynamics. The reassertion of 

patriarchal principles around family structure, gender segregation, and the role of women in society 

poses a long-term challenge to gender reform. As feminist scholars such as Walby (1990) and 

McNay (2000) argue, legal reforms alone are insufficient; transforming deeply embedded gender 

norms requires both structural policy changes and a cultural shift in how women's roles are 

perceived. 

Aldossari and Chaudhry’s (2024) study reinforces this need for a dual approach that combines 

structural reforms with feminist awareness to effectively challenge and reshape patriarchal norms 

while creating safer, more supportive environments for women. Without addressing the deep 

seated social and cultural factors that sustain gender inequality, even the most progressive policy 

changes may struggle to bring about lasting transformation in Saudi female entrepreneurship.  

 

Similarly, Al-Asfour et al. (2017) utilize Institutional Theory to investigate the structural and 

attitudinal barriers Saudi women face in their professional lives. They find that gender stereotypes, 

workplace discrimination, and limited growth opportunities are major hindrances, despite 
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government efforts to increase female workforce participation. The patriarchal and collectivist 

nature of Saudi society, reinforced by traditional Islamic interpretations, creates significant 

constraints on women's career mobility. This study highlights the need for more supportive policies 

and organizational practices that can enable Saudi women to overcome these barriers. 

 

Extending this conversation to organizational contexts, Aldossari et al. (2023) apply Kanter’s 

theory of tokenism to explore the experiences of token women in a multinational corporation 

(MNC) in Saudi Arabia. Their study reveals the heightened visibility and professional invisibility 

experienced by these women, stemming from societal and organizational expectations. The 

introduction of the 'Hecate' role trap, where women must embody both traditional and modern 

values, highlights the contradictory demands of a patriarchal society. The research emphasizes the 

relational nature of tokenism and the need for a broader understanding of how societal and cultural 

norms reinforce gender hierarchies within organizations. 

 

In the realm of family businesses, Alshareef and Al-Dajani (2024) focus on how Saudi daughters 

navigate and overcome gender constraints within family firms, utilizing the theory of family 

embeddedness (Granovetter, 1985; Uzzi, 1997). They reveal that patriarchal norms often limit 

women’s roles, but supportive family dynamics and social reforms, such as Vision 2030, are 

gradually enabling women to assume leadership positions. However, tensions arise within families 

as traditional gender roles are challenged, calling for more detailed, context-specific analyses of 

gender and entrepreneurship in patriarchal settings. 

 

In their exploration of Saudi women’s career advancement strategies, Tlaiss and Khanin (2023) 

differentiate between two distinct approaches: "Sailing Through" and "Trailblazing." The "Sailing 

Through" group conforms to traditional gender roles, emphasizing family commitments and 

respectful femininity to avoid conflict in male-dominated workplaces. In contrast, the 

"Trailblazing" group challenges traditional norms, adopting assertive and competitive behaviours 

to fight gender discrimination and advance their careers. While the study provides valuable 

insights into the varied strategies of Saudi women, it risks oversimplifying the complex interplay 

of gender, culture, and individual agency. These categories may miss other nuanced approaches 

that Saudi women adopt, particularly in different regions of Saudi Arabia, where cultural 
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expectations and opportunities for women can vary significantly. For instance, women 

entrepreneurs in more conservative, rural regions may employ different strategies compared to 

those in urban or economically progressive areas such as Riyadh or Jeddah. This regional variation 

highlights the need for a more comprehensive examination of how structural and cultural changes 

across different parts of Saudi Arabia can create more inclusive career advancement pathways in 

patriarchal societies. 

Turning to the UAE, Tlaiss (2015) explores how Emirati women navigate highly gendered societal 

expectations within the entrepreneurial landscape. The study finds that women are both "pulled" 

and "pushed" into entrepreneurship, some are drawn to self-employment due to personal 

aspirations for autonomy and fulfilment, while others are forced into it due to organizational 

barriers and gender discrimination in traditional employment structures. While entrepreneurship 

provides a means of escaping restrictive workplace norms, this raises critical questions about 

women’s agency; if entrepreneurship is pursued primarily because other career paths are 

inaccessible, does this constitute true agency or merely a constrained choice shaped by structural 

limitations? 

This aligns with McNay’s (2000) critique of agency, which argues that agency is not just about 

action but also about the conditions under which choices are made. When women enter 

entrepreneurship because cultural and institutional structures leave them with no viable 

alternatives, their agency may be more constrained than empowered. However, as Tlaiss (2015) 

highlights, even within restrictive contexts, women actively shape their entrepreneurial journeys, 

negotiate gender norms, and redefine their professional identities, illustrating a more complex and 

situated form of agency. 

The broader literature on cultural gender and patriarchy confirms the significant influence of socio-

cultural values and religious teachings on women's entrepreneurship in the Arab Middle Eastern 

(AME) countries. Tlaiss (2014), drawing on Institutional Theory, argues that the normative and 

regulative pillars of AME societies enforce rigid gender roles, creating substantial barriers for 

women entrepreneurs. Patriarchal interpretations of Islam often confine women to domestic 

spheres, limiting their entrepreneurial activities and access to informal networks. However, 

empirical studies suggest that these constraints are often more culturally than religiously driven, 
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with women entrepreneurs utilizing Islamic teachings to navigate and legitimize their 

entrepreneurial careers against patriarchal norms (Essers & Benschop, 2009; Madichie & Gallant, 

2012). This highlights the need to distinguish between cultural practices and religious doctrines to 

better support women's entrepreneurship in the region. 

 

The literature on cultural gender norms and patriarchy in the Gulf States highlights the complex 

interplay between gender expectations and women's economic participation. Hashim (2023) 

critiques how Western perspectives often dominate discourse, failing to consider the unique socio-

cultural contexts of the Gulf States. Using Welter’s context typology, Hashim emphasizes the 

importance of understanding the specific environments that shape women’s entrepreneurial 

activities. The study shows that, contrary to stereotypes, women in the Gulf States actively 

navigate and transform their socio-economic environments. This highlights the need for more 

research that focuses on the region-specific experiences of women entrepreneurs, particularly in 

Saudi Arabia, where social, familial, and regulatory factors play a crucial role. 

 

Rodriguez and Scurry (2019) examine the experiences of skilled migrant women in Qatar, showing 

how being both female and foreign makes the challenges they face in work and social life even 

harder. The patriarchal nature of Qatari society imposes strict gender roles, which these women 

must navigate alongside cultural expectations of modesty and family responsibilities. This research 

highlights the need for inclusive policies that address these intersectional challenges and support 

the integration of skilled migrant women into the workforce and broader society (Rodriguez & 

Scurry, 2019). 

  

Finally, Salem and Yount (2019) explore the adaptation of patriarchal structures in Qatar to 

accommodate women’s increasing workforce participation. Despite the rise in employment 

opportunities for women, gender segregated workplaces persist, reinforcing traditional social 

orders rather than dismantling them. This study illustrates the complexity of gender relations in 

Qatar, where efforts to modernize coexist with deep-rooted patriarchal values (Salem & Yount, 

2019). 
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In summary, cultural norms and gendered expectations in the Gulf, especially in Saudi Arabia, 

continue to shape women’s entrepreneurial experiences in complex and often contradictory ways. 

While legal reforms and evolving policies provide new opportunities, patriarchal social structures 

and gendered expectations persist as formidable barriers. Across diverse contexts, women exhibit 

resilience by strategically navigating societal constraints, yet the enduring influence of cultural 

expectations highlights that entrepreneurship is not simply an economic act, but also a deeply 

social and gendered one. 

 
3.5.2 Harassment as a Structural Constraint 
 
Sexual harassment is a pervasive issue across cultures, yet the limited number of studies focused 

on Saudi Arabia restricts our understanding of how it manifests within this specific context. While 

it is true that sexual harassment is a universal problem (Gelfand et al., 1995; Hejase, 2015), the 

lack of comprehensive studies and discussions specific to Saudi Arabia means that our 

understanding of the issue within this unique cultural context is limited. Gelfand, Fitzgerald, and 

Drasgow (1995) and Sigal and Jacobsen (1999) emphasize that the nature and prevalence of sexual 

harassment can vary significantly across different cultural settings, highlighting the importance of 

examining this issue within distinct societal frameworks. 

 

This gap in the literature highlights the necessity for focused research on sexual harassment in 

Saudi Arabia to uncover its prevalence, forms, and impacts on women entrepreneurs. Without such 

studies, the issue remains underexplored and inadequately addressed, thereby continuing the 

silence and stigma around it, particularly within conservative societies where such topics are often 

suppressed (Moghadam & Lotfi, 2016). Consequently, highlighting and studying sexual 

harassment in the Saudi context is essential to developing effective strategies and policies that take 

in consideration the specific cultural and societal dynamics of the region. The research highlights 

that cultural norms and social stigmas play a critical role in shaping how sexual harassment is 

perceived and addressed in these contexts. 

 

In examining the prevalence of sexual harassment within various cultural contexts, it is crucial to 

focus on specific regions to uncover the unique challenges faced by individuals. For instance, 

Husain (2024) in their study on sexual violence against women workers in Dhaka, Bangladesh, 
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highlights that the cultural dynamics and social structures play a significant role in shaping the 

experiences and responses to sexual harassment. This research highlights the necessity for focused 

studies in different cultural settings to develop a comprehensive understanding of the issue and to 

create effective, culturally sensitive interventions. The findings from Husain's work demonstrate 

that without such targeted research, the distinct experiences of marginalized groups may be 

overlooked, leading to ineffective or inadequate solutions. 

 

Similarly, understanding the unique cultural dynamics surrounding sexual harassment and intimate 

partner violence is crucial for developing effective interventions in different regions. The study by 

Moubarak et al. (2024) on the application of the Composite Abuse Scale in a Middle Eastern 

country highlights the importance of culturally specific research. This study sheds light on the 

prevalence and nature of intimate partner violence, including sexual violence, in this region, 

demonstrating that the experiences of women in Middle Eastern societies may differ significantly 

from those in other cultural contexts. The findings highlight the necessity of conducting focused 

research within specific cultural frameworks to ensure that the strategies and policies developed 

are both relevant and effective in addressing the issue of sexual harassment and violence. 

 

Sexual harassment remains a significant issue within the workplace in many regions, including the 

Gulf and broader Middle Eastern areas. The exploratory study conducted by Hejase (2015) on 

sexual harassment in Lebanese workplaces highlights the pervasive nature of this problem, despite 

it often being underreported or considered a taboo subject. This supports the argument that focused 

research within specific cultural settings, such as the GCC countries, is essential to fully 

understand and effectively combat sexual harassment in these regions. Without such targeted 

studies, the unique challenges faced by individuals in these environments may continue to be 

overlooked, leading to inadequate solutions that fail to address the underlying cultural factors. 

  

However, women’s agency and entrepreneurial mobility in patriarchal contexts like Saudi Arabia 

are further constrained by the threat of sexual harassment, which is often underdiscussed in 

entrepreneurial research. Women who position themselves as agents of change within their 

societies may inadvertently open themselves up to heightened risks of harassment, which, if not 

addressed and combated, will continue to limit their agency and mobility. The persistence of these 
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risks can hinder women’s ability to fully leverage their entrepreneurial potential, as fear of 

harassment or societal backlash may force them to navigate public and professional spaces with 

caution, thereby undermining their autonomy and the broader impact they could have as change-

makers.  

 

When examining the existing literature, it becomes apparent that female entrepreneurs face various 

challenges that significantly impact their professional and personal lives. One prominent challenge 

identified in the literature is the occurrence of harassment, which has a detrimental effect on 

women entrepreneurs. Gangwani and El-Sayed Shousha (2021) focus on the challenges faced by 

Saudi women entrepreneurs in the culinary art business and the availability of policies and 

programmes to support them. They conducted a SWOT analysis utilising secondary data. While 

their study identified prejudice and sexual harassment as threats to women entrepreneurs, it is 

worth noting that the issue of sexual harassment was not extensively discussed but rather 

mentioned only in the results table.  

 

In the study " Alsubaie 2020 study explains the current Anti-Sexual Harassment Law in Saudi 

Arabia, where the laws have been studied and debated for a long time, but various factors have 

caused implementation to be repeatedly postponed. The argument made by opponents was that 

regulations against sexual harassment justify mixing the sexes). The audacity of both harassers 

and perpetrators, whose actions go beyond verbal harassment to include physical and sexual 

harassment, however, is greatly increased by the absence of any obvious punishment (Alsubaie, 

2020). Harassment is a pervasive issue that plagues various institutions, organisations, and 

societies. It is a widespread issue that affects practically every community, institution, and 

organisation. In the workplace and in public, sexual harassment is a frequent threat to women and 

can be illegal under both criminal and civil laws. It is the unwanted sexual behaviour towards the 

female that the other party habitually engages in while they are in a position of power (Alsubaie, 

2020, Johnson et al., 2018). When analysing sexual harassment behaviour, the most crucial aspect 

is that it must be undesired or unwelcome. Sexual harassment includes inappropriate sexual 

comments or utterances, sexual jokes, flirtation, or sexual interactions (Ahsan, 2007). Sexual 

harassment is a phenomenon that occurs across different countries and cultures, but its definition 

can vary. Cultural factors influence the interpretation of behaviours as being sexual, and different 
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societies may have distinct perspectives and approaches towards addressing sexual behaviours. 

Religion also plays a significant role in shaping the attitudes, perceptions, and handling of sexual 

behaviours within certain societies (Kalra and Bhugra, 2013).  

 

In the Saudi Arabian context, there exists a cultural stereotype that places the blame on women for 

instances of sexual harassment. This perception is prevalent in Arab nations, where individuals 

often attribute such events to women not adhering to the expectations of proper covering and 

occasionally dressing in a provocative manner (Alsubaie, 2020). The conservative nature of Saudi 

Arabia further contributes to a significant underreporting of sexual harassment cases, as victims 

fear societal shame and parental or community blame. Similar concerns exist in Pakistan, where 

women experience social stigma and apprehension of retaliation, leading to many instances of 

sexual assault and harassment going unreported (Khan et al., 2018, Johnson et al., 2018). 

According to Alkhaled (2021), Saudi female entrepreneurs actively advocate for the 

implementation of sexual harassment laws and policies to protect women in both work and public 

environments. These entrepreneurs express their support for such legislation and emphasise the 

importance of community education to promote the normalisation of women's participation in the 

workplace and society as a whole. Elsewhere this has been attributed to women who "step out of 

line" (Collinson and Collinson, 1996) and join the (male) public realm of labour and enterprise, as 

it is then inevitable not surprising that patriarchal views will manifest as sexual harassment. 

 

Additionally, Gangwani and El-Sayed Shousha (2021) confirm that cultural constraints emerge as 

a significant challenge for women entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia. The prevailing traditions and 

customs within Saudi society create substantial social barriers that hinder the aspirations of women 

in entrepreneurial pursuits. Factors such as early marriage, limited access to quality education, 

resistance from Saudi families, and household responsibilities all contribute to impeding the 

growth and success of women entrepreneurs in the country. These cultural constraints restrict the 

opportunities available to women and undermine their capacity to flourish as entrepreneurs. 

 

3.5.3 Familial Influence and Domestic Expectations 

The intersection of family, gender, and entrepreneurship remains a defining feature of women’s 

entrepreneurial pathways in Saudi Arabia. While familial support is often essential, it tends to be 
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conditional, tied to expectations around modesty, marriage, and domestic responsibility. Alshareef 

and Al-Dajani (2024) found that daughters involved in family firms frequently encountered subtle 

resistance when attempting to assert leadership, revealing the limits of “support” in patriarchal 

households. Similarly, Aljohani and Alharbi (2025) reported that female students’ entrepreneurial 

ambitions were constrained by familial concerns over public image and social appropriateness. 

Even when male relatives, especially fathers, offer encouragement, such support can reinforce 

conservative expectations of femininity and respectability. These findings underscore how 

gendered expectations are deeply embedded in kinship structures, positioning the family as both a 

springboard and a gatekeeper. Women must therefore navigate entrepreneurial ambitions through 

continuous negotiation with familial norms, reputational considerations, and shifting definitions 

of acceptable female conduct. 

Fallatah (2012) conducted a study to explore the motivations and barriers faced by women 

entrepreneurs. The research aimed to provide a platform for women entrepreneurs to share their 

experiences. Based on previous studies in related areas, Fallatah (2012) identified cultural and 

governmental barriers. However, through interviews with participants, Fallatah (2012) found that 

the extent of these barriers varied according to social class and the standing of the women 

entrepreneurs and their families in society. The study revealed that women from supportive 

families with strong social and community ties faced fewer obstacles compared to self-driven 

women entrepreneurs who lacked the same social standing. This finding suggests that societal 

attitudes towards women can be influenced by a patriarchal societal structure.  

 

Abou-Moghli and Al‐Abdallah (2019) conducted a systematic review to examine the constraints 

faced by Saudi entrepreneurs, with a particular focus on women entrepreneurs. The study found 

that social values, cultural factors, and financial limitations were the primary constraints hindering 

Saudi women entrepreneurs in their entrepreneurial endeavours. The authors suggest that 

enhancing training effectiveness could potentially alleviate these challenges and assist Saudi 

women entrepreneurs in sustaining their businesses. By improving the quality and relevance of 

training programmes, women entrepreneurs may acquire the necessary skills and knowledge to 

navigate the cultural and financial barriers they encounter.  
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According to Shafii (2015), social networks are made up of family members, particularly male 

relatives who are willing and able to support women who want to start their own businesses. Such 

assistance is still scarce in Saudi Arabia since traditional family values continue to dominate Saudi 

culture as well as the country's administrative and financial systems. These ideals won't alter in 

Saudi Arabia unless social attitudes about gender and the accompanying duties shift (Alsop et al., 

2002). 

 

A study conducted by Tariq (2016) examined the challenges faced by female entrepreneurs in 

Pakistan. The study revealed several key findings, including the presence of conflicts between 

work and family responsibilities, gender discrimination, the influence of a male-centric and male-

dominated society, and the prevalence of social norms that affect women's entrepreneurial 

endeavours. These factors pose significant obstacles for female entrepreneurs in Pakistan and can 

hinder their success and advancement in business. Because of that, it is not feasible for women 

entrepreneurs to succeed in business on their own, which is why they often rely on assistance from 

their partners, fathers, or brothers. This reliance stems from the understanding that they cannot 

handle all aspects of business independently, particularly in a conservative and traditionally 

patriarchal environment. Additionally, involving a male counterpart serves as a protective measure 

to avoid instances of sexual harassment or being taken advantage of by men. Women are generally 

perceived as weak and vulnerable in society, and involving a male partner helps mitigate these 

risks.     

 

In recent years, there has been a growing interest among entrepreneurship researchers in 

incorporating the family perspective and recognizing the family as a crucial context for 

entrepreneurial activities. Scholars such as Aldrich and Cliff (2003) have introduced the concept 

of family embeddedness, highlighting the interplay between an entrepreneur's personal life, 

particularly their family, and their business endeavours. Previous studies, including the work of 

Pavlovskaya (2004), have explored the implications of the family for entrepreneurs, emphasising 

how family dynamics can influence entrepreneurs' access to opportunities necessary for business 

development. Aldrich and Cliff (2003) further emphasise the influence of the wider family in an 

entrepreneur's decision to start a new venture. Given the specific context of this study, which 
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involves women needing to obtain family permission, the issue of work-family interference, 

particularly family and work conflict, becomes relevant in understanding the dynamics at play. 

According to Aldrich and Cliff (2003), the concept of work-family conflict can be categorised into 

two forms. The first, known as work-to-family conflict, occurs when the demands of work 

adversely impact an individual's capacity to fulfil their family responsibilities, leading to feelings 

of dissatisfaction and impaired performance in their family role. On the other hand, family-to-work 

conflict, arises when family demands interfere with an individual's ability to effectively carry out 

their work duties, resulting in diminished job performance. Previous research by Frone et al. (1997) 

and Ohlott et al. (2004) supports the existence and impact of both forms of conflict. 

 

Many scholars have argued that the influence of informal institutions on women in different 

regions of Saudi Arabia varies significantly (Algahtani, 2022). In more developed cities such as 

Riyadh, families tend to provide greater freedom and support to female members compared to less-

developed areas, as highlighted by Algahtani (2022). Abou-Moghli and Al-Abdallah (2019) 

further argues that the support of the government through formal institutions can shape the 

perception of women's roles within the family. For instance, in Riyadh, the government's support 

for women's entrepreneurship has led to increased support from families for women's 

entrepreneurial pursuits. These shifts in familial attitudes could be contributing to the rise in the 

number of women entrepreneurs observed in Riyadh in recent years, as discussed by Tawfik et al. 

(2020). 

 

In a case study conducted in Saudi Arabia, Al-Aali and Ayub (2015) examine the journey of a 

young female entrepreneur, Lateefa Alwaalan, who successfully established and led her innovative 

business, Yatooq. Despite facing various barriers, including gender biases and the legal 

requirement for a male director in the establishment of every business owned by a female, 

Alwaalan persevered and secured financial support from personal funds and family loans. She 

aspires to expand her business in the competitive coffee market and aims to compete with global 

coffee organisations. Alwaalan's experience highlights the challenges and determination involved 

in starting and growing a business in the Saudi Arabian context. 
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Hashim, (2023) argues that research shows that family plays a key role in entrepreneurial activities 

(Jennings and Brush 2013). Since family is so important and women are involved in the family 

systems, future studies should explore how different family structures affect business 

opportunities, starting new ventures, and gathering resources (Aldrich and Cliff 2003). 

Additionally, future research should examine how different aspects of a family's socioeconomic 

status impact entrepreneurship, building on the intersectionality literature. 

 

In summary, the challenges faced by female entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia are influenced by 

various factors. Cultural beliefs, societal attitudes, and gender role expectations impact women's 

self-perceptions and the resources available to them when starting their businesses. Factors such 

as cultural constraints, limited access to education, resistance from families, and household 

responsibilities also hinder women's entrepreneurial aspirations. Harassment, both verbal and 

sexual, is a significant threat to women entrepreneurs, and the conservative nature of Saudi society 

contributes to underreporting of such cases. Social values, cultural factors, and financial limitations 

further constrain Saudi women entrepreneurs. Family dynamics and work-family conflict play a 

role in both limiting and facilitating women's entrepreneurial pursuits. The influence of informal 

and formal institutions varies across different regions of Saudi Arabia, with more developed cities 

generally providing greater support for women's entrepreneurship. The government's support for 

women entrepreneurs has also influenced familial attitudes and perceptions in some areas. 

3.6 Gender, Identity, and Entrepreneurial Subjectivities 

Female entrepreneurial identity in Saudi Arabia is shaped not only by institutional and structural 

change but also by how women imagine and perform their roles within culturally sanctioned 

boundaries. A 2024 study by Al-Rashid examined how Saudi women construct resistant identities 

through creative work, such as literature, fashion, and enterprise. These women often blend 

religious, national, and gendered symbols to position themselves as both modern and morally 

appropriate. This reflects a kind of "strategic femininity" where entrepreneurs adapt their public 

image to cultural norms without abandoning ambition. Similarly, Mahmoud and Alzahrani (2024) 

explore how academic women have engaged in feminist activism to reshape their roles and expand 

gender norms within conservative settings. These processes reflect what intersectional feminists 

term “strategic negotiation” where women resist structural constraints through culturally 
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intelligible forms of agency. In this way, identity becomes both a site of compliance and resistance 

rooted in tradition yet constantly evolving in response to state discourse, social change, and 

institutional reforms 

The role of identity and agency is critical in understanding women's entrepreneurial journeys. 

According to Alkhaled and Berglund (2018), Saudi women entrepreneurs seek self-freedom by 

challenging and transforming institutional structures. Entrepreneurship acts as both a source of 

motivation and empowerment, enabling these women to navigate and occasionally transcend 

cultural and gender constraints. Their involvement in entrepreneurship is thus an exercise in 

agency, reflecting both personal and collective attempts to reshape societal norms. 

 

In their exploration of entrepreneurship as a potential pathway to empowerment, Alkhaled and 

Berglund (2018) analyse how entrepreneurial activities help women in both Saudi Arabia and 

Sweden "break free" from gender constraints. Using an institutional perspective combined with a 

narrative approach, the study reveals that entrepreneurship allows women to achieve personal 

freedom and economic security. However, the findings indicate that while entrepreneurship offers 

individual empowerment, it does not always lead to broader societal change. The study emphasizes 

that although some women gain personal empowerment, the structural barriers of patriarchy 

remain largely unchallenged. This calls into question the transformative potential of 

entrepreneurship alone in achieving gender equality, suggesting the need for more systemic 

approaches to dismantling patriarchal structures (Alkhaled and Berglund, 2018). 

 

Additionally, this model highlights how patriarchal customs around family duties, roles, and 

maintaining norms of modesty further reinforce these structural barriers. Women’s professional 

experiences and business skills are often downplayed within these frameworks, reducing their 

visibility in both the economic and social spheres. However, these entrepreneurial roles may still 

become an important part of their identity, contributing to their individual journeys toward female 

emancipation. These dynamics highlights the complex interplay between personal empowerment 

through entrepreneurship and the deeply entrenched patriarchal expectations that continue to shape 

women's roles in society. It is this nuanced relationship between professional identity, gender 

norms, and liberation that is further explored in the data collected for this research. 
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Tlaiss and Kauser (2019) further explore the relationship between entrepreneurial leadership, 

patriarchy, gender, and identity in the Arab world, with a specific focus on Lebanese women 

entrepreneurs. Utilizing post structural feminist theory, the study reveals how these women 

navigate cultural and gender-based obstacles through strategies of compliance, disregard, and 

defiance. While they face significant challenges in conforming to traditional gender roles, they 

simultaneously strive to establish themselves as entrepreneurial leaders. This research highlights 

how patriarchal values and gender ideologies function as barriers, yet through their agency, these 

women redefine their entrepreneurial identities. The study calls for a more nuanced understanding 

of entrepreneurial leadership as a socially constructed process influenced by local contexts, 

challenging the male-centric discourse that dominates entrepreneurship literature (Tlaiss and 

Kauser, 2019). 

 

In their study of workplace resistance, Jamjoom and Mills (2023) employ a postcolonial feminist 

lens to examine how Saudi women leaders navigate and resist organizational challenges. The study 

reframes traditional narratives that portray these women as passive or oppressed, instead 

highlighting the quiet, personal ways in which they resist patriarchal structures. Through the use 

of their bodies, technology, self-reflection, and strategic silence, these women actively negotiate 

and reshape their roles within their socio-political contexts. This research challenges dominant 

Eurocentric perspectives in management and organizational studies, calling for the inclusion of 

non-Western voices and experiences to provide a more nuanced understanding of workplace 

resistance and leadership dynamics in conservative societies (Jamjoom and Mills, 2023). 

 

The dynamics of cultural gender norms and patriarchy in Saudi organizational contexts are 

critically examined by Aldossari and Calvard (2021), who apply the theory of Islamic feminism to 

interrogate the patriarchal interpretations of Islamic texts and their impact on gender equality. The 

study reveals that Saudi women navigate a complex web of ethico-political, religiopolitical, and 

sociocultural factors, including tribal traditions and societal expectations. Despite reforms under 

Saudi Vision 2030 aimed at increasing women's workforce participation, deeply rooted patriarchal 

norms continue to limit women's career progression and reinforce gender biases. Islamic feminism 

provides a crucial framework for understanding these dynamics, emphasizing that Saudi women 

are not passive victims but active agents negotiating their identities and pushing for change within 
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their socio-cultural confines. This perspective challenges the simplistic binary of public and private 

resistance, highlighting the everyday forms of resistance that women employ within their cultural 

and religious contexts (Aldossari and Calvard, 2021). 

While postcolonial feminism is useful in highlighting how Western feminist perspectives often 

overlook the unique experiences of women in non-Western contexts, it has also faced criticism. 

Some scholars argue that it tends to generalize the struggles of women in these regions, treating 

them as if they are all affected in the same way by colonial histories and cultural traditions 

(Mohanty, 1988; Abu-Lughod, 2002). This can sometimes ignore the diversity of experiences 

among women, particularly in places like Saudi Arabia, where cultural and religious norms are not 

fixed but constantly evolving (Spivak, 1999). Similarly, post structural feminism, which focuses 

on how language and discourse shape gender identities (Butler, 1993), has been critiqued for not 

giving enough attention to the real-life barriers women face, such as legal restrictions, economic 

challenges, and workplace discrimination (Fraser, 1995; McNay, 2000). While these approaches 

help us understand the social construction of gender, they do not always account for the material 

and institutional structures that shape women’s everyday lives. 

Islamic feminism, on the other hand, provides a different way of thinking about gender and agency 

in societies like Saudi Arabia. It challenges patriarchal interpretations of Islam by showing that 

religious texts can be read in ways that support women’s rights and gender equality (Badran, 2009; 

Moghadam, 2002). This is particularly important in Saudi Arabia, where many social norms are 

tied to religious beliefs. However, while Islamic feminism highlights how women engage with 

religious discourse to push for change, it does not always fully address the structural inequalities 

within economic and political systems that also shape women’s opportunities (Walby, 2011). 

Because of these gaps, this study uses intersectionality as a broader framework to bring together 

different perspectives. Intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989; Collins, 2000) helps to explore how 

factors like gender, class, regional background, and family expectations interact to shape the 

experiences of Saudi women entrepreneurs. By combining intersectionality with feminist 

entrepreneurship theories (Ahl, 2006; Calás et al., 2009), this research provides a more complete 

and realistic understanding of how women navigate and challenge barriers in the entrepreneurial 

space. 
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In relation to intersectionality theory, Jamjoom (2022) focuses on the narratives of workplace 

resistance among Saudi women in leadership. Drawing on intersectionality theory, the study 

illustrates how these women’s identities as both females and leaders intersect with broader social, 

cultural, and organizational contexts. The research reveals that Saudi women leaders often adopt 

subtle forms of resistance, such as redefining leadership roles and building supportive networks, 

to challenge and reshape patriarchal narratives. However, while these strategies highlight the 

resilience and agency of these women, the study also highlights the persistent challenges they face. 

The findings suggest that true transformation requires more substantial systemic changes, thus 

highlighting the complexity of navigating identity and agency within deeply ingrained patriarchal 

systems (Jamjoom, 2022). 

 

Exploring women's leadership in Saudi Arabia's higher education sector, Akbar et al. (2023) 

examine the significant barriers women face within the partially segregated university model. 

Using feminist institutional theory, the study compares gender-segregated, co-educational, and 

partially segregated organizational settings and their effects on women's leadership experiences. 

The findings indicate that women's leadership thrives in women-only universities but is 

significantly constrained in partially segregated settings, where women leaders often have limited 

power and must seek approval from male counterparts. This study challenges the dominant 

assumption that gender segregation uniformly disempowers women, suggesting instead that it is 

the specific structure of partial segregation that perpetuates gender inequality. However, it is 

crucial to critically examine the broader societal context in which these findings are situated. In a 

society where cultural norms centre around modesty and family duties, and where women are often 

positioned as subservient to male oversight, the potential for women to fully exercise leadership is 

significantly limited. While progress is being made, particularly in women-only institutions, the 

broader entrepreneurial landscape remains challenging. Data on the size and scope of women-led 

businesses in Saudi Arabia, for example, reflects these limitations, with many women 

entrepreneurs confined to smaller-scale ventures that align with traditional gender roles. This raises 

important questions about how much real progress can be made in fostering women's leadership 

under current conditions. The research calls for structural reforms in Saudi Arabia’s higher 

education sector to align with Vision 2030 goals, aiming to enhance women's participation and 

leadership; however, these efforts must also address the deep-seated cultural and institutional 
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barriers that continue to impede women's progress beyond education and into broader societal 

leadership roles (Akbar et al., 2023). 

 

A systematic review by Abou-Moghli and Al-Abdallah (2019) further elucidates the challenges 

and opportunities faced by women entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia. The review, drawing on studies 

by Basaffar et al. (2018) and Hsu et al. (2017), identifies significant barriers such as financial 

constraints, cultural expectations, and limited social support. However, it also notes the growing 

participation of women in entrepreneurship, driven by digital opportunities and supportive 

government policies. The review emphasizes that existing research often lacks depth in addressing 

the specific socio-cultural and institutional contexts of Saudi female entrepreneurs. For instance, 

while McAdam et al. (2018) highlight the role of the digital environment in mitigating gender 

biases, they also point out persistent market segregation and networking difficulties. The 

systematic analysis highlights the necessity of targeted policies and societal support to foster a 

more inclusive entrepreneurial ecosystem for women in Saudi Arabia (Abou-Moghli and Al-

Abdallah, 2019). 

 
Identities are complex reflections of an individual, developed in complexity with time and varying 

contexts. Individuals adeptly utilize these multifaceted identities as instruments for self-

classification and expression within the societal framework (Bhattacharjee, Berger, Menon, 2014). 

A woman's previous experiences and personal background are crucial factors in shaping her 

identity, including her entrepreneurial identity. It helps shed light on the distinctive female identity 

and its influence on women's experiences as entrepreneurs and business owners. The use of an 

identity lens enables the researcher to gain deeper insights into the motivational drivers of female 

entrepreneurs and their decision to persist in building their business endeavors. Identities have the 

potential to significantly impact motivation, actions, and dedication, and they are instrumental in 

the process of making sense of one's entrepreneurial journey (Svenningson & Alvesson, 2003). 

Thus, an understanding of entrepreneurial identities can lead to a better comprehension of the 

launch process (Zhang & Chun, 2017) and entrepreneurial practice.  Women’s feminine identity, 

that is, how women perceive and express their gender roles and sense of self, is shaped by 

prevailing norms around femininity, which are deeply embedded in cultural, religious, and societal 

expectations (Tawfiq & Ogle, 2022). In Saudi Arabia, such norms play a powerful role in defining 
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what is considered appropriate behaviour, appearance, and ambition for women, thereby 

influencing their entrepreneurial identity and how they navigate business environments. 

In the past four decades, Saudi Arabia has witnessed significant transformations in the roles of 

women, largely attributed to increased opportunities for female education and their growing 

presence in the workforce (Tawfiq & Ogle 2022). As reported by the General Authority of 

Statistics (2020), the enrollment of female students in higher education has surged to 53%, with 

women surpassing men in graduation rates. This surge in educational opportunities for women has 

translated into heightened participation in the labor force (Khashoggi, 2014). Unlike the past, 

where Saudi women were predominantly employed in healthcare and education, there is now 

increasing social and legal acceptance for women to work in diverse sectors such as media, 

banking, law, retail, and entrepreneurial activities (Gorney, 2016; Khashoggi, 2014). The societal 

shift allowing Saudi women to join the workforce has prompted them to navigate and negotiate 

various identities (Alshoaibi, 2018). 

In Saudi Arabia, similar to many other cultures, there exist established norms and expectations 

defining the roles and characteristics associated with being a woman (Tawfiq & Ogle, 2022). 

Furthermore, some regulations significantly contribute to shaping the behavior and appearance of 

Saudi women. For example, during the 1960s through the 1980s, several restrictions were imposed 

on women's lives in Saudi Arabia (Tawfiq & Ogle, 2022). As mentioned above, these included a 

prohibition on female driving, mandates for gender segregation in public spaces, the requirement 

for veiling in public, and the necessity of a male escort for travel (Al-Khateeb, 2008; Doumato, 

1992). In addition, according to Tawfiq & Ogle (2022), by law, Saudi women wore traditional 

forms of public dress, which included a black abaya (ankle length cloak), hijab (head cover), and 

niqab (face veil with a slit for the eyes). For decades, the traditional forms of female public dress 

were imposed by the religious police because it was considered sinful and ostentatious for women 

to dress otherwise in public (Doumato, 1992; Le Renard, 2008). The veil also has traditionally 

been viewed as a physical and symbolic partition between the sexes to shield a woman’s body 

from the male gaze. In 2016, Vision 2030 was launched, which recognizes women’s rights and 

aims to empower them through amending several key civil and labor laws. These laws expand 

women’s rights by lifting the driving ban and the requirement that women travel with a male 

relative and women attained the privilege to choose their own public dress (Tawfiq & Ogle, 2022).  
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According to Alshoaibi (2018) these newfound freedoms have empowered Saudi women to play 

a more influential role in society, instigating processes of identity negotiation and prompted new 

self-perceptions. As the societal roles and visibility of Saudi women undergo transformation, their 

attire has similarly evolved. In response to this changing landscape, many urban women have opted 

to forgo the public dress (the niqab and sometimes the hijab) Younger women, in particular, have 

embraced Western clothing such as trousers, dresses, and tee-shirts, subtly revealed beneath their 

abayas (Tawfiq & Ogle, 2022) and colourful abayas (Alkaled, 2020). It appears as though the 

experience of freedom in dress has expanded women’s sense of being "in control" not only of their 

attire but also of their actions (cf. Lowe & Anspach, 1978). 

In regards to entrepreneurial activities, there are specific activities that society and families may 

accept or disapprove of for women, and these norms can vary across different regions. Despite its 

evolving cultural landscape, Saudi Arabia has retained a collectivist and notably "judgmental" 

culture (Tawfiq & Ogle, 2022). This has played a crucial role in shaping women’s views on the 

imperative nature of respecting Saudi culture, employing "impression management" strategies to 

mitigate potential negative impressions (Goffman, 1959). Modesty is a fundamental aspect of 

women's feminine identity in Saudi Arabia. This implies that women are expected to avoid drawing 

attention to themselves and adhere to certain standards of decorum in their behaviour and dress.  

Society expects Saudi female identity to align with traditional roles, such as being a mother, wife, 

daughter, or sister, characterized by a degree of modesty and adherence to societal expectations. 

This includes following a specific dress code, maintaining gender segregation, respecting and 

accepting a patriarchal social structure, and, if working, balancing professional and domestic 

responsibilities. When some females choose to challenge these expectations in any aspect, they 

encounter challenges related to questioning their identity. In certain instances, society may 

question their authenticity as true Saudis (Altuwayjiri, 2018). Entwinned with the women’s Saudi 

identity is the concept of feminine identity and the role of modesty and are influenced by the 

country's patriarchal and cultural structures where questioning these notions can result in women’s 

identity as Saudi women to be questioned. Also, these cultural and gender norms may be resistant 

to change due to the segregated nature of society and the strong emphasis on modesty as a defining 

aspect of women's feminine identity, which is deeply rooted within Saudi customs and practices.   
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In the literature, it has been observed that females choosing to challenge societal expectations 

related to female identity often possess unique characteristics and have undergone specific 

experiences. This may involve navigating challenging life experiences, which can serve as a 

catalyst for challenging traditional gender roles and developing an entrepreneurial identity, 

including engaging in traditionally male-dominated business sectors. According to Krueger, 

Reilly, & Carsrud (2000), entrepreneurial decisions are frequently influenced by significant life 

events, such as job loss. Exposure to different cultures, living abroad, and having a male family 

member as a business role model have also played crucial roles in encouraging Saudi females to 

challenge traditional norms of modesty. 

Family members and close friends play a significant role in inspiring females to pursue 

entrepreneurship by providing access to valuable networks and resources (Bullough et al., 2017). 

The entrepreneurial activities of females have the potential to reshape societal perceptions of 

women, influencing gender norms, fostering increased respect for women in the community, and 

creating female role models who can inspire and motivate others to embark on entrepreneurial 

journeys, thereby enhancing their independence (Haugh and Talwar, 2014; Mayoux and Mackie, 

2007).   

3.7 Applying the 5M Framework to Saudi Women’s Entrepreneurship 
 
While cultural norms and gendered expectations significantly shape women’s entrepreneurial 

trajectories in Saudi Arabia, a more structured understanding of these dynamics requires a gender-

sensitive analytical lens. The 5M framework, developed by Brush et al. (2009) and further 

expanded by Welsh et al. (2014), offers a comprehensive model that captures the unique 

intersections of gender, business, and institutional environments. By integrating five interrelated 

domains “markets, money, management, motherhood, and the meso/macro environment” this 

framework allows for a more holistic examination of the contextual barriers and enablers faced by 

Saudi women entrepreneurs. This section explores how scholars have applied the 5M model to the 

Saudi context, highlighting its usefulness in uncovering both structural inequalities and the 

embedded socio-cultural expectations that shape women’s access to entrepreneurial opportunities. 
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Welsh et al. (2014) build upon Brush et al.’s (2006) gender-aware 5M framework to contextualize 

the multifaceted entrepreneurial challenges faced by Saudi women. Their application of the 

framework highlights the importance of family support as a key form of social capital, offering 

emotional and informational resources that are crucial for venture initiation and sustainability. At 

the same time, the study identifies persistent systemic barriers, including male guardianship laws, 

that reinforce patriarchal authority and constrain women’s autonomy in both private and public 

spheres. While the 5M framework provides a valuable structure for situating these experiences 

within broader socio-cultural and institutional contexts, Welsh et al. also acknowledge its 

limitations, particularly in addressing intersectional dimensions such as class, region, and 

ethnicity. Their findings ultimately underscore the need for gender-sensitive policy reforms that 

move beyond surface-level inclusion to actively dismantle structural and cultural impediments to 

women’s entrepreneurial participation. 

 

Building on this, Danish and Smith (2012) also employ the 5M framework in their study of female 

entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia, offering empirical insights into the unique challenges and 

opportunities faced by women entrepreneurs. The authors emphasize that while markets, money, 

and management are critical to entrepreneurial success, the additional factors of motherhood and 

the macro/meso environment play an especially pivotal role in Saudi Arabia's socio-cultural 

context. For example, the study reveals that family embeddedness is not only a source of support 

but also a constraint, as family obligations and societal expectations of women as primary 

caregivers can limit their capacity to engage fully in entrepreneurial activities. This resonates with 

the “motherhood” component of the 5M framework, which captures how women’s dual roles as 

business owners and family caretakers intersect and influence their business decisions. 

 

Moreover, the macro/meso environment including legal, economic, and cultural structures poses 

significant obstacles for Saudi women entrepreneurs. Danish and Smith (2012) identify issues such 

as access to formal financial institutions, bureaucratic red tape, and gender-specific legal 

restrictions that hinder business scalability and growth. These systemic barriers, deeply entrenched 

in patriarchal norms, echo the findings of Welsh et al. (2014) regarding the pervasive influence of 

male guardianship laws on women's autonomy. In this context, the 5M framework becomes an 
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essential tool for understanding how external institutional forces shape women's entrepreneurial 

experiences. 

 

The study also highlights the importance of networking and institutional support, as noted under 

the meso-level factors in the 5M framework. In Saudi Arabia, women's access to business networks 

and governmental support is often limited, further reinforcing the challenges they face in accessing 

critical resources such as funding, mentorship, and market opportunities. Danish and Smith’s 

(2012) findings suggest that targeted policy interventions such as enhancing access to education, 

financial resources, and market information are crucial for improving the entrepreneurial 

ecosystem for women in Saudi Arabia. 

 

Overall, the use of the 5M framework in both studies underlines the multifaceted nature of female 

entrepreneurship, particularly in contexts where gender norms and legal constraints play a 

significant role in shaping business outcomes. It reinforces the need for gender-aware policies that 

not only address the traditional business challenges of markets, money, and management but also 

take into account the societal and institutional factors that uniquely affect women entrepreneurs. 

 

In Saudi Arabia, these identity complexities are further heightened by the interplay of societal 

expectations, family roles, and professional aspirations. Women who break away from traditional 

norms to pursue entrepreneurship must constantly negotiate their roles within both their families 

and the public sphere. While the 5M framework is valuable in highlighting the significance of 

familial and societal influences on women’s entrepreneurship, it may also require a more nuanced 

application that considers the multiple, intersecting dimensions of identity that women embody 

particularly in patriarchal and conservative societies like Saudi Arabia. 

 

3.7 Intersectionality in the Saudi Context 

In Saudi Arabia, the application of Intersectionality Theory (Crenshaw, 1989) is crucial for 

understanding the diverse experiences of women entrepreneurs. The intersection of gender with 

other identities such as socioeconomic status, regional background, education level, and family 

dynamics creates a complex landscape that shapes the opportunities and challenges faced by 
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women in business. For example, women from urban centres like Riyadh and Jeddah may have 

greater access to resources, networks, and support systems compared to those in more rural areas, 

illustrating how regional differences intersect with gender to affect entrepreneurial ventures 

(Rodríguez & Scurry, 2019). 

While gender remains a central focus of Intersectionality Theory (Crenshaw, 1989), class also 

plays a crucial role in shaping the entrepreneurial experiences of Saudi women. Understanding 

how class intersects with other social identities is essential to providing a comprehensive analysis 

of these experiences. Intersectionality theory emphasizes the importance of examining how 

various social identities, such as gender, class, and regional background, intersect to shape 

individual experiences (Crenshaw, 1989; Collins, 2000). 

In this research, the concept of class is understood as a multidimensional construct shaped 

primarily by economic status, educational attainment, and tribal or family affiliations. Unlike 

Western contexts where class is predominantly associated with economic capital, class structures 

in Saudi Arabia are deeply influenced by tribal lineage, family connections, educational 

attainment, and socio-economic status (Al-Rasheed, 2013; Al-Khateeb, 2014; Meijer, 2020). The 

role of noble tribal ancestry, particularly the historical lineages of Adnan, associated with northern 

Arab tribes, and Qahtan, associated with southern Arab tribes, remains relevant, as it continues to 

influence societal roles, perceptions of status, and social acceptance in contemporary Saudi Arabia 

(Al-Rasheed, 2013; Meijer, 2020). These tribal and regional distinctions reflect the broader 

influence of spatial context on entrepreneurship, as discussed by Stam and Welter (2022), who 

emphasize how rural versus urban environments shape access to entrepreneurial opportunity, 

legitimacy, and resource availability. 

Women from higher socioeconomic classes might have more financial resources and family 

support, enabling them to start businesses with relative ease, whereas those from lower-income 

backgrounds may face additional hurdles, including restricted access to capital and less flexible 

family expectations (Tlaiss, 2022). These intersections highlight that even within the category of 

"women entrepreneurs," there are varying degrees of privilege and disadvantage that must be 

acknowledged. 
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Family dynamics, particularly the expectations placed on women regarding marriage, motherhood, 

and caregiving, further complicate the entrepreneurial landscape. Traditional gender roles often 

dictate that women prioritize family responsibilities, which can limit their ability to invest time 

and resources into a business. However, for some women, entrepreneurship can also be a strategic 

means to balance family obligations with income generation, allowing them to exercise agency 

within the constraints of societal norms (Tlaiss, 2022). 

Educational background is another key factor. Women with higher levels of education tend to have 

greater access to business networks, knowledge, and skills, which can be instrumental in 

overcoming cultural and economic barriers. However, this advantage is not uniform across all 

women, as factors such as regional access to quality education and family support play significant 

roles in determining who can pursue educational opportunities (Rodríguez & Scurry, 2019). 

In the field of women’s entrepreneurship, much of the literature originates from North American 

and Western European perspectives, where female agency is often expressed through the ability 

to make independent choices, navigate relatively fewer barriers, and engage in entrepreneurial 

ventures challenging traditional gender roles (Brush et al., 2009; Ahl & Marlow, 2012). Studies 

such as those by McNay (2000) and Martin (2004) highlight that women’s agency in these settings 

typically aligns with liberal feminist ideals, enabling women to exercise independence and control 

over their economic and social paths. However, this framework does not entirely translate to the 

Saudi Arabian context, which is not a liberal economy. Saudi Arabia operates within a more 

regulated and conservative economic system, shaped by cultural, religious, and institutional 

frameworks that influence women's entrepreneurship differently. For example, agency in this 

context often manifests within boundaries defined by familial and societal expectations, where 

women must navigate unique structural and cultural barriers to achieve their entrepreneurial goals. 

However, the contextual nuances of entrepreneurship are increasingly emphasized in recent 

research. For example, Baker and Welter (2020) highlight the importance of examining 

entrepreneurship within specific social, cultural, and geographical contexts. They argue that 

entrepreneurship is not universally uniform but is instead deeply influenced by the surrounding 

environment, advocating for a contextual turn that considers the multifaceted and complex 

interactions within various environments. Stam and Welter (2022) extend this understanding by 
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demonstrating how spatial factors (urban vs. rural settings) impact entrepreneurial opportunities 

and constraint.  

These perspectives are crucial for understanding the unique experiences of Saudi women 

entrepreneurs. While research from North America and Europe often positions entrepreneurship 

as a means of liberation or social mobility, Saudi women’s experiences are shaped by distinct 

cultural, institutional, and spatial constraints. Studies such as Alkhaled and Berglund (2018) 

compare the empowerment strategies of women in Saudi Arabia and Sweden, revealing that Saudi 

women often adapt their entrepreneurial activities within a framework of culturally accepted 

norms, rather than overtly challenging them. Similarly, Abou-Moghli and Al-Abdallah (2019) 

outline the significant structural challenges Saudi women face, such as limited financial resources 

and restrictive regulatory conditions, pushing them to develop adaptive strategies within these 

constraints. 

By engaging with the contextual frameworks of Baker and Welter (2020), and Stam and Welter 

(2022), this study expands on existing literature by investigating how Saudi women navigate 

entrepreneurial agency under strict social norms and limited freedoms. This approach emphasizes 

the need for contextualized research to understand how women’s agency operates under complex, 

restrictive environments, providing a nuanced addition to global entrepreneurship literature. 

Moreover, Alshareef (2022) explores how spatial context within Saudi Arabia, particularly the 

distinction between conservative and less conservative areas, influences women's entrepreneurial 

opportunities and agency. Although the study emphasizes how patriarchal norms and social 

acceptance vary between conservative and progressive settings, these findings are relevant to 

understanding regional differences as well. This suggests that women’s entrepreneurial 

opportunities are shaped not only by geographical location (urban vs. rural) but also by the degree 

of conservatism and social acceptance within specific communities. 

3.8 Regional Variation and Intersectional Experiences 
Many studies have focused on different aspects and perspectives regarding female 

entrepreneurship; for example, the characteristics of entrepreneurs, the labour market, the 

influence of entrepreneurial activities, amongst others. The majority of research has been 

undertaken in Western countries, with relatively few studies about female entrepreneurship being 
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undertaken in Saudi Arabia. In addition, studies that investigate Saudi female entrepreneurship 

have concentrated on motivation or obstacles in the West and East Regions of Saudi Arabia only 

and excluded other regions. The Southern and Western regions of Saudi Arabia are more socially 

conservative, which might lead to different results or conclusions being drawn. Moreover, Saudi 

Arabia is going through tremendous regulatory and cultural changes as a result of the 

aforementioned Vision 2030. This has placed particular emphasis upon the growth of 

entrepreneurship. Therefore, the findings of this thesis might be of even greater relevance.     

 

Many scholars have argued that the influence of informal institutions on women in different 

regions of Saudi Arabia varies significantly (Algahtani, 2022). In more developed cities such as 

Riyadh, families tend to provide greater freedom and support to female members compared to less-

developed areas, as highlighted by Algahtani (2022). Moreover, females residing in urban areas 

have been more successful in constructing a feminine identity, that allows them to deviate from 

traditional expectations regarding the modesty associated with Saudi female norms. In less 

developed areas women may be more closely scrutinized around maintaining modesty, also there 

are fewer female entrepreneurial roles models who challenge older notions of feminine identity. 

Abou-Moghli and Al-Abdallah (2019) further argues that the support of the government through 

formal institutions can shape the perception of women's roles within the family. For instance, in 

Riyadh, the government's support for women's entrepreneurship has led to increased support from 

families for women's entrepreneurial pursuits. These shifts in familial attitudes could be 

contributing to the rise in the number of women entrepreneurs observed in Riyadh in recent years, 

as discussed by Tawfik et al. (2020). 

 

Thornton and Flynn (2003, p. 427) assert the intricate connection between "network, geography, 

and entrepreneurship". The concept of context is closely linked to the geographical setting, where 

context significantly shapes entrepreneurs' involvement in various activities (Thornton and Flynn, 

2003). Saudi Arabia's distinct conditions set it apart from both Eastern and Western nations, 

rendering it a captivating context for investigation. Furthermore, scholars have consistently urged 

for broader representation in future studies, encompassing regions that have yet to be explored. 

This study responds to such calls and sheds light on the status of female entrepreneurs in previously 
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unexamined areas. All noteworthy discoveries are comprehensively discussed in the Findings and 

Discussions chapter.   

 

There is growing interest in how entrepreneurial environments work and how entrepreneurs can 

shape the areas where they live and work (Baker and Welter 2020; Stam and Welter 2020). For 

instance, in Saudi Arabia, different Bedouin tribes coexist with more settled communities. 

Understanding these social and cultural differences, as well as the history of each region, can give 

us new insights into how these factors affect women entrepreneurs and their ability to act and make 

decisions (Hashim, 2023).    

 

3.9 Research Gap 

3.9.1 Regional Differences 

The role of spatial context in shaping women's entrepreneurial activities is gaining attention in the 

literature on women's entrepreneurship. A key study by Alshareef (2022) offers crucial insights 

into how spatial embeddedness and gender norms shape women's entrepreneurial behaviour in 

Saudi Arabia's conservative and patriarchal environment. Embeddedness refers to the depth of an 

individual's ties within their environment, influencing their access to local information and 

resources (Dacin, Beal, and Ventresca, 1999; Uzzi, 1997). For women entrepreneurs, this 

embeddedness is deeply gendered, as cultural expectations and social norms significantly shape 

their entrepreneurial opportunities and business decisions (Brush, De Bruin, and Welter, 2009; 

Welter, 2011). 

In conservative societies such as Saudi Arabia, gender norms vary across regions, influencing the 

constraints and opportunities women face. Alshareef (2022) highlights how these norms appear 

differently across spatial contexts, affecting the entrepreneurial behaviour of women. In urban 

centres, women may benefit from greater access to networks, resources, and progressive social 

attitudes that enable more flexibility in business operations. However, in more conservative and 

rural regions, societal expectations often limit women to female-oriented sectors, with strict gender 

segregation further constraining mobility and market access (Alkhaled and Berglund, 2018; 

McAdam, Crowley, and Harrison, 2020). 
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Beyond urban-rural distinctions, regional variations also shape the social policing of women’s 

behaviour. Women in some areas, particularly in the northern and southern regions, experience 

stronger monitoring and regulation from other women, particularly family members and 

community networks, reinforcing gender norms through informal social practices. This ‘social 

policing’ is not only about restricting women's actions but also about maintaining the reputation 

of the family and community, a dynamic that is less pronounced in major urban centres where 

social structures are more fragmented. This highlights how entrepreneurship is not solely 

influenced by institutional policies but also by deeply embedded cultural expectations and regional 

social hierarchies. 

This study builds on these insights by exploring how entrepreneurial motivations and challenges 

vary across different regions, moving beyond the simplistic urban-rural divide to consider how 

socio-cultural embeddedness, family expectations, and mobility restrictions intersect with 

geography. While Alshareef (2022) calls for further research into these dimensions, this study 

extends the conversation by integrating women's lived experiences across all regions of Saudi 

Arabia, including the under-researched North and South. 

While scholars such as Baker and Welter (2020) have highlighted the importance of contextual 

embeddedness in entrepreneurship, much of the existing literature still lacks a comprehensive 

analysis of how gender, space, and social structures intersect in restrictive environments. As Stam 

and Welter (2022) discuss, geographical divisions shape distinct entrepreneurial ecosystems, yet 

few studies have fully examined how this plays out in non-Western, highly gendered contexts like 

Saudi Arabia. 

There is a critical gap in understanding how the intersection of geography, social norms, and 

institutional constraints shapes women’s agency in entrepreneurship. Much of the research on 

female entrepreneurship continues to reflect Western perspectives, as noted by Baker and Welter 

(2020), often failing to capture the specific barriers and opportunities faced by women in highly 

restrictive societies. This study directly addresses this gap by exploring Saudi women 

entrepreneurs’ agency and constraints within their distinct social, cultural, and geographical 

landscapes. 
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Moreover, this gap extends to the limited understanding of how agency operates in patriarchal 

societies where gender roles are firmly enforced. While Stam and Welter (2022) have called for 

greater attention to how different contexts shape entrepreneurship, there remains a lack of research 

on how women’s agency is expressed and negotiated in societies where family honour, social 

surveillance, and gender norms remain deeply embedded. 

The majority of existing studies on Saudi female entrepreneurs have focused on the more 

economically developed and socially progressive regions of the country, primarily the West 

(Jeddah, Makkah, Madinah), the Central region (Riyadh), and the Eastern Province (Dammam, 

Al-Khobar) (Algahtani, 2022; Sadi & Ghazali, 2010, 2012; Ahmed, 2011a; Jamjoom and Mills, 

2023; Alshareef and Al-Dajani, 2024; Alkhaled and Berglund, 2018; Abou‐Moghli and Al‐

Abdallah, 2019; Hashim, 2023). These studies offer valuable insights into entrepreneurship in 

urban settings where economic resources and institutional support are relatively stronger. 

However, there is a lack of research on the more conservative and less economically developed 

northern and southern regions. 

This study fills this gap by incorporating perspectives from all regions of Saudi Arabia, including 

the under researched North and South, where family structures, tribal affiliations, and conservative 

cultural values continue to shape and restrict women's entrepreneurship. By integrating voices 

from these diverse regions, this research provides a more complete picture of how, in a time of 

change, entrepreneurial agency, opportunities, and constraints differ within the country. 

Additionally, while existing studies have framed regional differences primarily in terms of 

economic development and infrastructure, this study suggests that social and familial factors, as 

well as informal community expectations, play an equally significant role in shaping women’s 

entrepreneurial pathways. The perceptions and experiences of female entrepreneurs are not only 

shaped by geography but also by the level of conservatism and policing within their immediate 

social circles. 

Algahtani (2022) argues that wealthier regions of Saudi Arabia are more open to social change 

compared to less developed areas, yet this assertion requires further empirical exploration. While 

economic factors are certainly important, this study expands the discussion by highlighting how 
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variations in social control, community attitudes, and family expectations influence 

entrepreneurial opportunities across different parts of Saudi Arabia. 

By addressing these gaps, this research offers a more detailed understanding of the intersection 

between regional embeddedness, gender norms, and entrepreneurship, contributing to a broader 

discussion on how women in conservative societies navigate entrepreneurial activity despite social 

constraints. 

3.9.2 Regulation changes  
Saudi female entrepreneurs should be studied in the context of the significant social and economic 

reforms taking place in Saudi Arabia as part of the Vision 2030 strategy (Alsahli and Al-Dajani, 

2022, Aldossari and Chaudry, 2024, Alsahli and Al-Dajani, 2022, Alshareef, 2022, Jamjoom and 

Mills, 2023, Aldossari et al., 2023, Tlaiss and Khanin, 2023, Alshareef and Al-Dajani, 2024, 

Aldossari and Murphy, 2023, Hashim, 2023). This initiative, which Saudi Arabia has pursued since 

2016, seeks to shift the Kingdom from an oil-reliant economy rooted in Wahhabism (a strict 

interpretation of Islam) to a diversified economy that aligns with a modern and moderate Muslim 

society (Al-Dajani & Alsahli, 2021). Achieving these ambitious goals requires reforms that 

enhance women's participation in social, economic, and political spheres (Alshareef and Al-Dajan, 

2024). Saudi Arabia's formal and informal institutions are experiencing extensive legal, business, 

social, religious, and structural reforms designed to promote economic and social gender equality, 

which will impact the involvement of women and daughters in Saudi family businesses (Alshareef 

and Al-Dajan, 2024).  

 

The recent regulatory changes under Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030 are important in reshaping the 

economic and social landscape of the Kingdom, particularly impacting female entrepreneurs. 

Vision 2030 aims to diversify the economy and reduce the Kingdom's reliance on oil by increasing 

women's workforce participation and entrepreneurship, which has historically been constrained by 

socio-cultural and legal barriers (Alsahli & Al-Dajani, 2022). These reforms include the easing of 

guardianship laws, allowing women to travel and work without male guardian approval, and 

initiatives to increase female employment and entrepreneurship opportunities (Alshareef, 2022).  
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The significance of studying these impacts is highlighted by the fact that these regulatory changes 

challenge deeply entrenched gender norms and socio-cultural dynamics in Saudi society. As 

highlighted by Aldossari and Murphy (2023), the socio-institutional context, including 

conservative tribal culture and patriarchal interpretations of religious views, significantly shapes 

women's economic activities and career advancements. Therefore, understanding how these new 

policies are influencing female entrepreneurs is crucial for assessing the effectiveness of Vision 

2030 in fostering a more inclusive and diversified economy, particularly during this time of major 

social and economic transition. 

 

Furthermore, research by Tlaiss (2022) emphasizes that Saudi female entrepreneurs are emerging 

as agents of change and value creators, navigating a landscape marked by both opportunities and 

persistent gender-related challenges. However, while Tlaiss highlights women’s agency in 

entrepreneurship, existing research does not sufficiently explore how regulatory changes interact 

with traditional gender roles across different regions in Saudi Arabia. The intersection of these 

reforms with deeply embedded societal expectations presents a unique area of study, revealing the 

complexities of identity negotiation in a shifting socio-economic framework. Additionally, 

Tlaiss’s perspective on women’s agency is rooted in a particular feminist approach, potentially 

aligned with social feminism, which frames women’s empowerment as occurring within, rather 

than against, existing societal structures. A more detailed discussion of this theoretical perspective 

is presented later in this chapter. 

 

Saudi Arabia provides a fascinating backdrop for studying gender and culture. In 2016, the country 

introduced Vision 2030, aimed at advancing its economy and society (Tlaiss and Al Waqfi, 2022), 

and emphasized women's empowerment as a key national goal (Vision 2030, 2016). The 

government implemented legal reforms that greatly enhanced women's social and work rights, 

such as allowing them to travel and work without needing a male guardian's permission and 

prohibiting gender discrimination in both public and private sectors (Tlaiss and Khanin, 2023). 

Vision 2030 is progressively challenging the entrenched tradition of male dominance and gender 

segregation, driving substantial economic growth and modernization, and reshaping a historically 

gender-segregated society (Tlaiss and Al Waqfi, 2022) . 
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Given these dynamics, there is a clear gap in the literature regarding the long-term effects of these 

reforms on female entrepreneurship and broader gender equality. This research sheds light on and 

tracks changes in women's entrepreneurial activities, sector-specific impacts, and the interplay 

between legal reforms and cultural attitudes. It provides valuable insights into the ongoing 

transformation of Saudi society and contributes to developing strategies to support female 

entrepreneurs more effectively within the Vision 2030 framework. 

 

Therefore, an important research gap that the thesis addresses is the changing institutional 

landscape of Saudi Arabia. The country has been going through significant institutional changes, 

including the removal of certain barriers and restrictions that previously hindered women's rights 

and opportunities. These changes may have had an impact on the motivations and challenges faced 

by female entrepreneurs. However, existing studies may not fully reflect the current state of female 

entrepreneurship in light of these institutional changes. For instance, the Anti-Harassment Law 

was endorsed by the Council of Ministers in May 2018 and subsequently published in the Official 

Gazette on June 8, 2018. This legislation stirred significant debate within Saudi Arabia, and prior 

to its implementation, there was a lack of established penalties or legal framework for addressing 

the offense of sexual harassment in the country (Alsubaie, 2020). The issue of sexual harassment 

against women in Saudi Arabia is intricate and delicate. The limited presence of studies, analysis, 

and regulations means that scholars and policy makers are not yet able to unravel the complexity. 

The implementation of the Anti-Harassment Law in Saudi Arabia has been a topic of study and 

debate for several years, and experienced multiple delays for various reasons. The delay was 

mostly because of objections from some conservative members of the Council. These members 

had worries that the proposed law would lead to men and women mixing more at work, an idea 

they found upsetting. They argued that approving such a law, which they thought was based on 

Western ideas, would make it easier for men and women to work together in the same place, a 

situation they were against (Alsubaie, 2020). In addition to these cultural and social worries, there 

was a belief among some Council members that existing law, specifically the Law of Protection 

from Abuse enacted in 2013, was adequate. This law, which criminalizes domestic violence 

against women and children. Opponents of the draft of Anti-Harassment law argued that the 

comprehensive nature of the Law of Protection from Abuse made a separate law for sexual 

harassment unnecessary. They contended that the existing law's provisions were sufficient to 



68 
 

address issues related to abuse, including sexual harassment, thus negating the need for a 

specialized law on the subject (Alsubaie, 2020). Upon reviewing the existing literature, it appears 

that despite the legislation having been in effect since 2018, there remains a scarcity of research 

that has examined the potential effects of the implementation of the Anti-Harassment Law on 

Saudi women.  

 

This study identifies the current challenges and motivations of female entrepreneurs in all regions 

of Saudi Arabia, considering the evolving institutional context. By doing so, the research offers 

valuable insights into the contemporary landscape of female entrepreneurship in the country, 

providing up-to-date and relevant information for policymakers, stakeholders, and researchers 

interested in promoting and supporting female entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia. 

 

Saudi Arabia offers a unique research setting for this study, where modernity rests on a solid 

cultural legacy. It would be very difficult to transform the country’s economy and society without 

integrating into the global economy, which, in turn, necessitates certain social changes, such as 

enhancing women’s rights and participation in society (Nieva, 2015). 

 

3.10 The Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework discusses the idea behind the research study by developing a 

diagrammatic portrayal (Miles and Huberman, 1994), leading to guidance in all aspects of the 

study (Creswell, 2003). The research conceptual framework (Figure 1) is helpful when answering 

the research questions selected to guide the study. This study sets out to explore female 

entrepreneurs’ motivations, experiences, and the challenges they faced in the context of Saudi 

Arabia.  
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This research framework is constructed to provide an in-depth exploration of the entrepreneurial 

landscape for women in Saudi Arabia, focusing on their motivations, the challenges they face, and 

the influence of their past experiences on their current business creations. The study is grounded 

in the understanding that the context of Saudi Arabia presents unique cultural, social, and 

regulatory environments that distinctly shape the experiences of female entrepreneurs (Jamjoom 

and Mills, 2023; Alshareef and Al-Dajani, 2024, Alkhaled and Berglund, 2018; Abou‐Moghli and 

Al‐Abdallah, 2019; Hashim, 2023). 

The framework is divided into three interrelated themes. First, motivations for entrepreneurship. 

This segment of the study seeks to uncover the driving forces behind Saudi women's decisions to 

embark on entrepreneurial ventures. A key aspect of this exploration is how personal identity, 

particularly gender identity within the Saudi context, influences these motivations. Feminist 

literature has long debated the relationship between gender, agency, and entrepreneurship, 

particularly in patriarchal societies where traditional roles often shape women’s economic 

participation (Alkhaled and Berglund, 2018). Agency in this context is not simply about choice 

but about navigating deeply embedded social structures that continue to define women’s roles in 

both family and business (Tlaiss, 2022). While regulatory and institutional reforms under Vision 

2030 have opened new opportunities for women, these shifts may not immediately translate into 
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changes in gender norms and societal expectations, a phenomenon often described as social lag 

(Danish and Smith, 2012, Goffman, 1959). 

The study critically examines whether Saudi women's entrepreneurial identities are evolving at the 

same pace as regulatory changes or if traditional attitudes continue to impose constraints, 

particularly in more conservative regions. Prior research suggests that women entrepreneurs in 

Saudi Arabia often face resistance from both men and women who see these shifts as disrupting 

established gender norms (Tlaiss, 2022). However, this resistance is not uniform across all regions 

or industries; rather, women's ability to act as agents of change is shaped by their specific socio-

cultural contexts (Alsahli and Al-Dajani, 2022; Aldossari and Chaudry, 2024). 

Another crucial factor is the role of family in shaping women’s entrepreneurial aspirations. While 

familial support can be an enabler, traditional gender expectations within the family structure may 

also serve as a constraint (Welsh et al., 2014). In more progressive urban settings, women may 

receive encouragement to pursue business ventures, while in more conservative regions, they may 

be expected to prioritize domestic responsibilities. This regional variation in support networks 

influences both the types of businesses women engage in and their long-term sustainability as 

entrepreneurs. 

Additionally, the study examines the cultural norms and values that either encourage or hinder 

entrepreneurial ambitions (Tlaiss, 2022; Danish and Smith, 2012). Regulatory changes under 

Vision 2030, such as easing licensing restrictions and increasing financial support for women-led 

businesses, have created new pathways for entrepreneurship. However, these legal shifts do not 

necessarily translate into broad acceptance of women’s leadership in business, especially in more 

traditional communities (Alshareef, 2022; Jamjoom and Mills, 2023). 

Rather than simply comparing these factors, this study explores how Saudi female entrepreneurs' 

lived experiences influence their evolving identities and roles as agents of change. Following 

Tlaiss (2022), it investigates whether women’s growing entrepreneurial engagement is actively 

reshaping societal expectations or whether entrenched patriarchal norms continue to limit their 

agency. By analysing these dynamics across different regions and industries, the study highlights 

both commonalities and regional variations in how Saudi women experience and navigate 

entrepreneurship. 
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The second theme is, Challenges Encountered by Female Entrepreneurs. It addresses the type of 

challenges that Saudi women face as they navigate the entrepreneurial landscape. These challenges 

are multifaceted, encompassing family constraints (Welsh et al., 2014), such as the expectation to 

prioritize domestic roles, and cultural constraints (Tlaiss, 2022; Danish and Smith, 2012), which 

include pervasive gender stereotypes, the potential for harassment (Alshareef and Al-Dajani, 

2024), and the influence of tribal affiliations. The study also considers how recent changes in 

regulations have impacted these challenges, either alleviating or exacerbating them (Aldossari and 

Murphy, 2023). This theme pays particular attention to the regional differences in these 

experiences, recognizing that the challenges faced by women in one part of the country may differ 

significantly from those in another due to varying social norms and economic conditions. 

 

The final theme is the impact of Past Experiences and Background. It focuses on how the personal 

histories and identities of female entrepreneurs inform their current business practices and 

experiences. This section delves into the role of family background, examining how upbringing 

and family expectations influence entrepreneurial behaviour. It also considers the impact of 

negative past experiences, which may include previous failures or societal discouragement, and 

how these experiences shape current attitudes and strategies in business. Cultural influences, such 

as exposure to different norms through travel or living abroad, are also explored for their role in 

shaping entrepreneurial outlooks. Like the other themes, this section also investigates the regional 

variations in these influences, providing a nuanced understanding of how different contexts within 

Saudi Arabia contribute to the diversity of women's entrepreneurial experiences. 

 

A significant body of research has explored the role of Saudi female entrepreneurs, with much of 

this work focusing on micro-level factors that influence entrepreneurship (Sadi & Ghazali, 2010, 

2012; Ahmed, 2011a; Alhabidi, 2013; Minkus McKenna, 2009). However, these studies have 

predominantly concentrated on urban samples, largely neglecting women from more conservative 

or non-urban regions of Saudi Arabia. This research adopts a more comprehensive approach by 

not only focusing on micro-level factors such as family dynamics, personal motivations, and 

feminine identity but also incorporating macro-level considerations, including institutional 

frameworks, cultural norms, and regional variations. This dual approach provides a more 

comprehensive understanding of the motivations, challenges, and identity formations of female 
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entrepreneurs across all regions of Saudi Arabia, rather than limiting the analysis to urban contexts. 

By including participants from both urban and non-urban areas, this study aims to fill a critical gap 

in the literature. The research provides a more inclusive examination of female entrepreneurship 

throughout Saudi Arabia, offering insights into how regional differences particularly in terms of 

societal expectations, family support, and access to resources impact women’s entrepreneurial 

journeys. This holistic approach seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of the complexities 

and diversities of female entrepreneurship across the kingdom, challenging the urban-centric focus 

of previous studies and broadening the scope of inquiry to reflect the experiences and agency of 

women from all regions, whether exercised within, around, or against prevailing social 

expectations (Tlaiss, 2022). 

 

This research aims to expand upon the existing body of knowledge on Saudi female 

entrepreneurship by comparing insights from under researched regions (North, South) with those 

from the well documented Eastern, and Western regions. For instance, existing literature has 

identified significant regional variations in the role of family connections. In conservative regions, 

family support, particularly from parents, may play a more important role compared to urban 

settings. Similarly, regional differences may affect the industries in which women entrepreneurs 

are engaged. By exploring these distinctions, this study provides a nuanced understanding of 

female entrepreneurship across different socio-cultural contexts in Saudi Arabia. 

 

This integrated framework highlights the dynamic interplay between personal, familial, and 

institutional factors in shaping the entrepreneurial motivations and experiences of Saudi women. 

By recognizing the overlapping influence of these dimensions, the study aims to offer a more 

complex and in depth understanding of female entrepreneurship, going beyond individual factors 

to encompass systemic and structural determinants of entrepreneurial success. 

 

This research makes a significant contribution to the existing body of knowledge on female 

entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia by addressing several critical gaps in the literature. It expands 

the geographical scope beyond urban areas, incorporating non-urban and more conservative 

regions to provide a comprehensive understanding of the motivations, challenges, and identity 

negotiations faced by female entrepreneurs across the country. While much of the current research 
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focuses on urban contexts and micro level factors, this study includes both micro and macro 

influences, examining how family dynamics, institutional frameworks, and regional disparities 

shape women’s entrepreneurial journeys. 

 

Furthermore, by analysing the impact of regulatory changes and cultural transformations under 

Vision 2030, this research provides valuable insights into how these shifts are influencing the 

entrepreneurial experiences of women across Saudi Arabia. The integration of intersectionality 

theory, a feminist analytical lens, and the 5 M’s framework offers a holistic and nuanced view of 

female entrepreneurship. This approach contributes to the broader discourse on gender, 

entrepreneurship, and cultural transformation, offering valuable insights for both researchers and 

policymakers. 

 

Overall, this framework is designed to provide a comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the 

factors that influence Saudi women's participation in entrepreneurship. It recognizes the complex 

interplay between individual motivations, societal challenges, and personal histories, and it aims 

to contribute to the broader discourse on gender, entrepreneurship, and economic development in 

Saudi Arabia. 

3.11 Theoretical Framework 

This study draws on a combination of theoretical frameworks to analyse the entrepreneurial 

experiences of Saudi women. These include the push–pull theory (Kuhn & Schuetze, 1998; 

Zgheib, 2018) to explore motivations; intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1989) to understand 

how overlapping identities such as gender, class, and region shape opportunities; and social 

feminist theory (Ahl, 2006; Huq, Tan, and Venugopal, 2020) to highlight how gendered norms 

and socialisation influence entrepreneurial behaviour. Additionally, the study engages with 

feminist conceptualisations of agency (McNay, 2000; Martin ,2004) to understand how women act 

within and against structural constraints. The 5M Framework (Brush et al., 2009) is also used and 

adapted to capture the multifaceted factors influencing women’s entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia. 

The first framework employed is the push–pull theory, which offers a foundational lens for 

exploring the broad motivations behind women's engagement in entrepreneurship. This theory 

(Kuhn & Schuetze, 1998; Zgheib, 2018) provides a useful starting point for categorising the forces 
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that shape women’s decisions to enter business, whether these are responses to societal pressures 

or the pursuit of new opportunities. 

 

The use of push-pull theory as a starting point is essential because it provides a well-established, 

accessible framework for categorizing external motivations, helping to ground the study in existing 

entrepreneurship research. Its long-standing application in the field allows for a clear initial 

classification of the forces that either compel (push) or attract (pull) women into entrepreneurship. 

In the context of Saudi Arabia, where societal norms and institutional reforms like Vision 2030 

are undergoing rapid change, push-pull theory offers a structured way to begin exploring these 

complex motivations. 

 

However, while push-pull theory provides a foundational understanding of these motivations, its 

simplicity limits its ability to fully explain the nuanced and multifaceted experiences of Saudi 

female entrepreneurs (Abou‐Moghli & Al‐Abdallah, 2019). It categorizes external motivations but 

does not account for the intersection of deeper socio-cultural, familial, and institutional factors that 

shape women's entrepreneurial journeys. To address these limitations and capture the complexity 

of this dynamic context, this study moves beyond the basic push-pull framework by integrating 

more contemporary and nuanced theories, such as intersectionality theory (Kimberlé Crenshaw, 

1989), and feminist theory (Fischer et al., 1993; Huq et al. 2020; Ali 2018; Ahl, 2006; Calás et al., 

2009) and the 5 M's Framework (Brush et al., 2009), which better account for the intricate interplay 

of gender, identity, regional differences, and cultural change. Thus, push-pull theory is employed 

as a starting framework that lays the groundwork for understanding broad motivational categories, 

while the incorporation of more dynamic theories enhances the analysis by addressing the specific 

contextual factors influencing Saudi women’s entrepreneurship. 

 

To better understand the experiences of women entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia, this study also 

draws on feminist perspectives that offer insights into the complexities of gender, culture, and 

power (Ahl, 2006). Feminist theories provide a critical lens for analysing how societal norms and 

structures influence the opportunities and challenges faced by women in business, highlighting the 

interplay between empowerment and constraint. Adopting a feminist analytical lens (Ahl, 2006; 

Calás et al., 2009) further enhances the analysis by emphasizing how gendered norms and 
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patriarchal structures shape the entrepreneurial experiences of women. Feminist research on 

entrepreneurship, such as the work of Huq et al. (2020) and Ali (2018), highlight the significance 

of understanding how women grow their businesses within the opportunities and constraints of 

their social and cultural environments. This approach recognizes that gender intersects with other 

aspects of identity, such as class, race, and regional background, to shape entrepreneurial 

experiences in unique ways. 

 

In the context of Saudi Arabia, applying a feminist entrepreneurship perspective (Huq et al. 2020 

and Ali, 2018) is particularly valuable for exploring how women navigate and negotiate their 

identities and roles within a patriarchal and segregated society. This perspective allows for a deeper 

examination of how societal structures influence women’s strategic choices, from the types of 

businesses they establish to how they balance work life responsibilities and leverage social 

networks. By using this lens, the research not only captures the influence of gender but also how 

it intersects with broader social and cultural factors, offering a more comprehensive understanding 

of the entrepreneurial journeys of Saudi women across various regions and social backgrounds. 

 

Social feminist theory posits that men and women are perceived to have developed distinct 

characteristics (Ahl, 2006). It highlights that male and female experiences diverge due to 

intentional socialization processes beginning early in life, which ultimately lead to different 

worldviews (Fischer et al., 1993). This socialization shapes women's perspectives, aspirations, and 

decision-making processes (Brush, 2006), influencing the types of business fields they choose to 

enter. Social feminist theory emphasizes that gender differences in entrepreneurship stem from 

socialization processes that instil distinct values and goals in women (Huq, Tan, and Venugopal, 

2020). Social feminists argue that women may prioritize relational and non-economic goals in their 

business ventures, which influence their entrepreneurial strategies and growth paths. Research by 

Calás, Smircich, and Bourne (2009) supports this, showing that women often define business 

success not only through financial metrics but also by social and relational achievements.  

In the Saudi context, social feminist theory provides insight into how Saudi women entrepreneurs 

may prioritise business practices aligned with social values, reflecting culturally specific forms of 

agency. For instance, some women use entrepreneurship as a means to escape challenging personal 

or professional situations, such as financial dependence, unsatisfying jobs, or restrictive familial 
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roles. Others pursue entrepreneurship to support their families, help other women in their 

communities, or demonstrate their capabilities while aligning with cultural and religious 

expectations. These choices highlight a complex interplay between economic necessity, personal 

satisfaction, and relational goals, illustrating the diverse ways agency manifests in the 

entrepreneurial journeys of Saudi women. 

This study contributes to theoretical debates around agency by reinforcing and extending the work 

of Tlaiss (2022), suggesting that agency can operate both within and against patriarchal structures. 

While some participants subtly navigated expectations to meet their own goals, others complied 

strategically, not as a sign of submission, but as a way of maintaining autonomy within culturally 

acceptable boundaries. This challenges binary views of agency as either resistance or compliance 

and instead positions Saudi women’s entrepreneurial agency as contextually adaptive, relational, 

and deeply embedded in socio-cultural norms. 

In Saudi Arabia, social feminist theory offers a valuable lens for understanding how societal norms 

and relational values shape women’s entrepreneurial motivations and practices. Saudi women 

entrepreneurs often prioritize relational goals, such as supporting their families, contributing to 

their communities, and building sustainable business practices. These priorities reflect the 

influence of socialization processes that instil values like empathy, collaboration, and communal 

responsibility. For instance, Huq, Tan, and Venugopal (2020) note that women entrepreneurs 

frequently adopt strategies emphasizing relationship-building and long-term value creation over 

profit-maximizing models. In the Saudi context, these strategies often align with cultural and 

religious norms, which further shape women’s entrepreneurial journeys. By focusing on the social 

and relational dimensions of entrepreneurship, social feminist theory highlights the unique ways 

in which Saudi women navigate and redefine success in their ventures. 

 

In the context of Saudi women entrepreneurs, socialist feminist theory highlights how regional 

economic conditions and societal norms shape motivations, challenges, and growth strategies. This 

theory, as outlined by Huq et al. (2020), suggests that the choices and behaviours of women 

entrepreneurs are often influenced by socially acquired values that prioritize nurturing 

relationships and building sustainable business practices. This perspective aligns with findings 

from Calás et al. (2009) that view entrepreneurship as a space for gendered expression, where 
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women’s social roles and values influence their business decisions. In Saudi Arabia, where 

economic policies and cultural norms clearly impact women’s access to entrepreneurship, social 

feminist theory provides a nuanced framework for analysing how women’s past experiences, 

particularly within patriarchal structures, shape their approaches to business. For instance, Huq et 

al. highlight how women’s leadership often prioritizes client relationships, organizational values, 

and flexible growth, contrasting with riskier, profit-maximizing models that dominate male-

centred entrepreneurship. Such insights highlight how Saudi women’s entrepreneurial journeys are 

both constrained and enriched by the intersection of economic and social systems. 

A further nuance offered in this study will be through the emphasis on agency. Agency is often 

conceptualized in feminist literature as the capacity to act independently within one’s social 

environment, traditionally seen in Western contexts as a pathway to economic independence and 

a means of challenging patriarchal structures (McNay, 2000; Crenshaw, 1989; Giddens, 1984). In 

the existing literature on women’s entrepreneurship, much of the focus originates from studies 

conducted in North America and Western Europe, where women face relatively fewer constraints 

in accessing resources like financial capital, education, and professional networks (Brush, de 

Bruin, and Welter, 2009; Ahl and Marlow, 2012). Scholars such as McNay (2000) and Martin 

(2004) emphasize that agency in these settings is often expressed through women’s ability to make 

independent choices, navigate barriers, and engage in entrepreneurial ventures that challenge 

traditional gender roles. Research by Carter, Anderson, and Shaw (2001) and Jennings and Brush 

(2013) further highlights agency as a pathway to economic independence and social mobility, 

framing entrepreneurship as a means for women to reshape their identities and societal roles. 

However, this conceptualization of agency does not fully align with the Saudi Arabian context, 

which operates within a more constrained framework. Here, social norms, financial limitations, 

and regulatory restrictions significantly shape women’s opportunities and actions (Alturki and 

Braswell, 2010). Alkhaled and Berglund (2018) provide a valuable comparison between Saudi 

Arabia and Sweden, illustrating how agency is restricted in the Saudi context. Unlike in Sweden, 

where entrepreneurship is openly associated with women’s empowerment, Saudi women’s agency 

is negotiated within the boundaries of societal and familial expectations. This highlights the need 

for alternative feminist perspectives, such as Islamic and postcolonial feminism, to better 

understand how agency manifests in non-Western entrepreneurial contexts. 
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Furthermore, Alkhaled (2021) introduces the concept of feminist solidarity and political activism 

in disguise, suggesting that Saudi women’s entrepreneurship can subtly challenge gender norms 

while conforming with societal expectations. This aligns with Postcolonial Feminism and Islamic 

Feminism, which both recognize that empowerment can take culturally specific forms that do not 

overtly reject tradition. Alkhaled’s work supports the view that Saudi women’s entrepreneurship 

can be seen as a form of subtle resistance or “activism in disguise,” as it allows women to assert 

agency within accepted social norms while quietly expanding the scope of their roles. 

 

This study adapts the concept of agency to account for these constraints, examining how Saudi 

women entrepreneurs navigate and negotiate their roles within a framework that limits their 

freedoms to a much greater degree than in Western societies. This framework recognizes that 

agency in such an environment involves creative adaptation and subtle forms of resistance rather 

than outright independence, providing a more nuanced lens through which to understand Saudi 

women’s entrepreneurial actions. 

 

The concept of agency is central to understanding the entrepreneurial activities of Saudi women. 

Agency refers to the capacity of individuals to make their own choices and act independently, 

often within structures that may constrain their freedom. However, feminist scholars like Lois 

McNay (2000) and Yancey Martin (2004) have critiqued traditional notions of agency, arguing 

that it should not be understood merely as the ability to act but must be examined within the 

specific social contexts that shape and sometimes limit these actions. 

 

In the context of Saudi Arabia, the potential of entrepreneurship as an escape route from structured 

workplace discrimination can be seen as a form of agency. Many Saudi women choose 

entrepreneurship to navigate around traditional work environments that may impose restrictions 

or present barriers to their advancement. However, this raises the question of whether such 

entrepreneurship truly represents long term agency or simply a strategic adaptation to existing 

constraints. McNay (2000) suggests that agency must be considered in relation to the structures of 

power that shape individuals' actions, which in this case means examining whether Saudi women's 

entrepreneurial activities genuinely lead to greater freedom or if they are constrained by other 

societal pressures. 
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Tlaiss (2022) argues that female entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia are becoming agents of change, 

expanding the understanding of what it means to be a female entrepreneur in a traditionally 

patriarchal society. While this suggests a positive shift, it also brings new challenges, as pioneering 

women who push the boundaries of traditional gender roles may face increased levels of 

harassment. This phenomenon aligns with the concept of backlash, where societal resistance to 

change targets those at the forefront of challenging established norms. In a context like Saudi 

Arabia, where gender segregation has been a deeply entrenched social regulation, women crossing 

these boundaries through business activities may prompt discomfort or hostility from both men 

and women, who see these changes as threatening the traditional social order (Piscopo & Walsh, 

2020). 

 

Sylvia Walby’s (1990) extensive work on patriarchy supports this view by highlighting how efforts 

to alter patriarchal structures often lead to backlash, as such changes disrupt the existing balance 

of power. Walby (1990) notes that in strongly patriarchal societies, even small shifts can face 

significant resistance, particularly when changes are perceived as undermining traditional family 

values. In the case of Saudi Arabia, where business interactions can blur the boundaries of gender 

segregation, female entrepreneurs may face harassment not just as a personal attack but as a form 

of social policing aimed at reinforcing traditional norms and preventing the breakdown of family 

structures. 

 

This nuanced view of agency, supported by critiques from McNay (2000) and Martin (2004), also 

ties into the theme of backlash. Even when women use entrepreneurship as a way to assert their 

independence and navigate around traditional barriers, there can be social or cultural pushback. 

This aligns with the concept of backlash, where progress in gender equality sometimes triggers a 

reactionary response that attempts to reinforce traditional norms and structures. Feminist scholars 

have noted similar patterns globally, where gains in women's rights and empowerment are met 

with resistance, often framed around the preservation of traditional family values (Kandiyoti, 

1988). Such backlash is especially pronounced in contexts like Saudi Arabia, where shifts in 

traditional gender roles can be seen as threatening not just to men, but to a social order that is 

deeply intertwined with cultural and religious heritage. 
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The Saudi context presents unique challenges, as evidenced in Abou-Moghli and Al-Abdallah’s 

(2019) systematic review, which outlines the significant barriers Saudi women entrepreneurs 

face, including limited financial access, societal expectations, and regulatory restrictions. These 

constraints shape Saudi women’s experiences of agency, pushing them to adapt their strategies in 

ways that may not align with the Western models of entrepreneurship commonly cited in the 

literature.  

 

Moreover, Alshareef (2022) explores how spatial context, particularly the distinction between 

conservative patriarchal environments and more relaxed gender contexts, dynamically shapes 

women’s entrepreneurial behaviour and access to resources. Drawing on data from Saudi women 

who operated within, moved between, or returned to different locations, her findings illustrate 

how local gender norms can both constrain and enable women’s agency depending on where 

they are embedded. The study highlights that remaining in or moving between spatial contexts 

affects women’s levels of embeddedness, with women in urban or international settings often 

having greater exposure to relaxed gender norms and broader networks, while those in more 

conservative rural or local contexts may experience higher levels of over-embeddedness that 

restrict access to new resources and behaviours. This spatial dimension complicates how agency 

is enacted, showing that location significantly mediates women’s entrepreneurial options, 

strategies, and the extent to which they can exercise autonomy within or against prevailing 

gendered norms.  

 

This theoretical framework synthesizes these feminist perspectives with the contextualized 

approach advocated by Baker and Welter (2020). It considers agency as not merely an expression 

of independence but as shaped, negotiated, and adapted within a specific socio-cultural 

environment. This study positions agency as a form of constrained autonomy, examining how 

Saudi women entrepreneurs exercise subtle, culturally embedded forms of resistance, rather than 

overt independence, in their business practices.  

 

In summary, the concept of agency is central to understanding entrepreneurial activities, 

particularly for Saudi women whose agency is exercised within a unique socio-cultural context. 
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Social feminist theory argues that gender differences in entrepreneurship arise from early 

socialization processes, resulting in distinct values, goals, and business approaches (Huq, Tan, & 

Venugopal, 2020). Social feminist scholars suggest that women prioritize relational goals, which 

significantly shape their entrepreneurial strategies (Calás, Smircich, & Bourne, 2009). 

Intersectional feminism, as proposed by Hashim, (2023), highlights that gender intersects with 

other social identities such as class, ethnicity, and religion, creating unique experiences of 

disadvantage and privilege. In the context of Saudi Arabia, intersectionality allows for an 

exploration of how women’s entrepreneurial experiences are shaped by their identity as Saudi 

nationals, Muslims, and members of different social classes. Studies by Huq et al. (2020) and 

Alshareef (2022) indicate that women’s agency is often context dependent, with their 

entrepreneurial experiences influenced by their geographical location (urban vs. rural) and societal 

expectations tied to family roles. 

Furthermore, this approach builds upon the Brush et al.’s (2009) 5 M's framework, a model which 

includes Money, Market, Management, Motherhood, and Macro factors, illustrating the 

interconnected nature of these elements. For instance, Money encompasses both institutional 

policies, such as government programmes, and family financial backing, which are critical to 

women's ability to start and sustain businesses. Market refers to the cultural norms and regulatory 

environments that influence which industries women are more likely to enter, while Management 

addresses the role of personal entrepreneurial experiences, leadership skills, and educational 

qualifications in shaping business success. Motherhood highlights the dual responsibilities many 

women face in balancing family obligations with their entrepreneurial endeavours. Finally, Macro 

factors account for the broader economic conditions, national policies, and global trends, such as 

Vision 2030, that create an overarching institutional framework for female entrepreneurship in 

Saudi Arabia. 

 

This study addresses significant gaps identified in the literature by critically exploring how Saudi 

women exercise agency within constrained environments, thereby expanding the understanding of 

entrepreneurial agency within the bounds of restrictive social norms. Through a detailed 

examination, this research not only investigates how Saudi women employ entrepreneurial 

strategies as expressions of agency but also delves into the various ways these actions are 
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influenced, limited, and, at times, resisted by the broader social, cultural, and institutional forces 

unique to Saudi society. By adopting a perspective that considers both the empowering potential 

and the limitations of entrepreneurial agency, this study assesses whether entrepreneurship serves 

as a sustainable pathway to long-term empowerment or functions primarily as a strategic 

adaptation within deeply entrenched patriarchal structures. 

 

In expanding and critiquing the concept of agency, this research seeks to provide a more nuanced 

and comprehensive view of the entrepreneurial strategies employed by Saudi women. Recognizing 

the complex interplay of agency with structural constraints including the ever-present risk of 

societal backlash against shifts in traditional gender roles, this study offers a critical perspective 

on the role of female entrepreneurs in Saudi society. It builds on and challenges the work of Tlaiss 

(2022), who posits that Saudi women entrepreneurs are agents of change. By situating these 

entrepreneurial actions within the reality of cultural and institutional limitations, this study 

ultimately presents a more layered understanding of agency, highlighting both the resilience of 

Saudi women entrepreneurs and the persistent constraints that shape their pathways to 

empowerment. 

 
By integrating push–pull theory (Kuhn & Schuetze, 1998; Zgheib, 2018), feminist theory (Ahl, 

2006; Calás et al., 2009; Huq et al., 2020), intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989; Collins, 2000), the 

5M framework (Brush et al., 2009; Jennings & Brush, 2013), and feminist debates around agency 

(McNay, 2000; Martin, 2004; Tlaiss, 2022), this study offers a comprehensive and context-

sensitive lens through which to analyse Saudi women’s entrepreneurship. It fills important gaps in 

the literature by situating women’s entrepreneurial agency within a framework that acknowledges 

constraint, complexity, and cultural specificity. 

3.12 Research Questions  

This study explores the complex realities of Saudi women entrepreneurs, focusing on their 

motivations, challenges, and lived experiences. Entrepreneurship is increasingly recognized as a 

pathway for economic participation, empowerment, and social mobility for women in Saudi 

Arabia. However, existing research often lacks a regionally specific perspective that accounts for 
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the diverse socio-cultural, regulatory, and economic landscapes that shape women’s 

entrepreneurial journeys. 

To address these gaps, this study is guided by the following key research questions: 

1. What are the factors influencing women’s motivations to become entrepreneurs in different 

regions, and in different industries in Saudi Arabia? 

2. What are the similarities and differences in terms of the challenges that Saudi women 

entrepreneurs face in different regions and industries?  

3. How do women’s past experiences and background inform their present experience of 

running their businesses in Saudi Arabia? 

Women’s entry into entrepreneurship is shaped by both push and pull factors, which vary by 

location, industry, and personal circumstances. The first question investigates how these factors 

intersect and differ across Saudi Arabia’s urban, rural, and regional contexts, providing insights 

into what drives women’s participation in entrepreneurship. 

The second question explores in greater depth how regional, cultural, and institutional differences 

shape the challenges women face. While many female entrepreneurs struggle with access to 

finance, market entry, and gender bias, these issues may be experienced differently depending on 

their geographic location and sector of operation. Understanding these variations helps identify 

structural and cultural barriers unique to different contexts. 

The third question highlights how personal histories, family backgrounds, and prior work 

experiences influence Saudi women’s entrepreneurial choices. It explores how women’s pre-

entrepreneurial lives affect their business strategies, decision-making, and ability to navigate social 

and economic constraints. 

By addressing these research questions, this study contributes to a more contextualized and 

intersectional understanding of women’s entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia. Applying 

intersectionality theory, (Crenshaw, 1989), feminist entrepreneurship perspectives (Fischer et al., 

1993; Huq et al. 2020; Ali 2018; Ahl, 2006; Calás et al., 2009), and Brush et al.’s (2009) 5 M's 

framework, this research moves beyond simplistic, one-size-fits-all narratives to examine how 

gender, regional identity, and socio-economic backgrounds collectively influence entrepreneurial 
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agency. The theoretical foundations supporting these questions are discussed previously in Section 

6.3 Theoretical Framework. 

3.13 Conclusion 

This chapter has established the intellectual and conceptual foundation for the study by critically 

engaging with the literature on female entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia and situating it within 

broader theoretical and regional contexts. Drawing on perspectives from intersectionality 

(Crenshaw, 1989), social feminist theory (Ahl, 2006; Huq, Tan and Venugopal, 2020), agency 

(McNay, 2000), and the 5M framework (Brush et al., 2009), the chapter has demonstrated how 

gendered entrepreneurial experiences are shaped by a complex interplay of cultural, institutional, 

and spatial dynamics. It has highlighted significant gaps in existing research particularly the lack 

of attention to regional variation, identity construction, and how agency is negotiated within 

conservative socio-cultural structures (Alshareef, 2022; Hashim, 2023). 

Through this analysis, the chapter has identified the need for a more context-sensitive, gender-

aware approach to understanding women’s entrepreneurship in the Gulf (Tlaiss, 2022). The 

conceptual framework developed in this chapter reflects this need by integrating multiple 

theoretical lenses to examine both structural constraints and women’s strategic actions. The 

research questions were formulated directly from this synthesis, ensuring they are firmly grounded 

in both empirical and theoretical insight. 

Together, the literature review, theoretical framing, and conceptual model provide the analytical 

tools necessary to investigate the lived realities of Saudi women entrepreneurs. This sets the stage 

for the next chapter, which outlines the methodological approach used to explore these dynamics 

in depth.  
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Chapter 4: Research Method and Methodology 
 

4.1 Introduction  

This chapter presents the methodology and methods used to investigate the entrepreneurial 

journeys of Saudi women. The aim is to provide a detailed justification for the research design, 

ensuring it aligns with the research objectives and theoretical frameworks of feminist theory, 

intersectionality, and agency (Crenshaw, 1989; Ahl, 2006; McNay, 2000). The chapter is 

structured to present a clear overview, starting with the foundational ideas of the study and moving 

to the practical steps of the research. 

It begins by outlining the research aim and objectives, followed by an in-depth discussion of the 

research philosophy, including the ontological and epistemological stances that support this work. 

These philosophical foundations are then linked to the research design, highlighting how 

qualitative methods, particularly semi-structured interviews, were chosen to explore the lived 

experiences of participants (Hesse-Biber, 2014; Kvale, 2009). Issues of reliability and validity are 

also addressed, demonstrating the strength of the research process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; 

Maxwell, 2004). 

Subsequent sections describe the sampling strategies and provide an overview of the interviewees, 

emphasizing the diversity and cultural considerations critical to this study. The data collection 

process is detailed, including the use of a research diary as a reflexive tool to document the 

researcher’s positionality and insights during the study (Hesse-Biber, 2014; Letherby, 2003). 

Preparation for the interviews, including piloting, is discussed, along with challenges faced during 

the data collection process, such as regional and logistical difficulties. 

Finally, the chapter explains the data analysis process, which employs thematic analysis to identify 

patterns and themes in the narratives (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Ethical considerations are also 

outlined, emphasizing the relational ethics and cultural sensitivity embedded in feminist qualitative 

methodologies (Reinharz, 1992; Alkhaled & Berglund, 2018). The chapter concludes by reflecting 

on the clarity and quality of the methodology, ensuring that the approach is both theoretically 

sound and practically effective in addressing the research question. 
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4.2 Research Aim and Objectives: Adapting a Methodological 

Approach 

The primary objective of this study is to explore the experiences, motivations, and barriers 

encountered by Saudi Arabian female entrepreneurs, uncovering how socio-cultural, institutional, 

and regional contexts shape their entrepreneurial journeys. This exploration is conducted through 

qualitative, face-to-face interviews, which provide an effective means of accessing rich, personal 

narratives. By focusing on individual experiences, this study aims to highlight the voices of Saudi 

women entrepreneurs and situate their stories within broader feminist and intersectional 

frameworks (Crenshaw, 1989; Hesse-Biber, 2014). 

Qualitative interviews were chosen as the central data collection method because they facilitate a 

deeper engagement with participants, allowing for a relational and context-sensitive exploration 

of their lived realities. This approach prioritizes trust-building, which is particularly critical in 

culturally sensitive research settings like Saudi Arabia, where gender norms and societal 

expectations can influence participants’ willingness to share personal insights. By establishing a 

rapport with participants, the researcher was able to create a safe and respectful environment 

conducive to open and honest dialogue (Letherby, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). 

A key strength of qualitative interviews lies in their flexibility. This method allows the researcher 

to adapt questions and explore unexpected topics as they arise during the conversation, enabling 

the discovery of hidden issues and deeper insights into participants' experiences (Burgess, 1982). 

For example, participants may share challenges or motivations that weren’t previously considered, 

providing valuable new perspectives. This flexibility is especially important in feminist research, 

where the aim is to let participants' voices guide the direction of the study rather than sticking 

strictly to predefined categories (Bryman & Bell, 2015). 

This methodological approach also aligns with feminist principles, which focus on building 

relationships, being self-aware, and highlighting the voices of marginalized groups (Hesse-Biber, 

2014). By focusing on Saudi women’s stories, this study ensures that their perspectives and 
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experiences are at the centre of the analysis. As Bryman and Bell (2015) explain, qualitative 

methods create a space for “a feminist sensibility to come forward,” allowing women’s 

perspectives to be heard in settings where their voices are often ignored. This approach is 

especially important in Saudi Arabia, where patriarchal norms can hide the contributions and 

challenges of female entrepreneurs.  Through this lens, the study not only documents the lived 

experiences of its participants but also critiques the structural and cultural barriers that constrain 

their agency and opportunities. 

Focusing on narratives helps to better understand the motivations and challenges faced by Saudi 

women entrepreneurs. Personal narratives offer insights into how participants navigate the 

interplay of structural constraints and individual agency, aligning with the theoretical frameworks 

of intersectionality and feminist methodology. Intersectionality highlights how overlapping 

identities, such as gender, class, and regional affiliation, interact to shape participants’ 

entrepreneurial paths (Crenshaw, 1989; Bürkner, 2012). By incorporating these perspectives, the 

study contributes to a deeper understanding of the socio-cultural dynamics influencing women’s 

entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia. 

In addition to addressing feminist principles, this approach reinforces one of the fundamental 

strengths of qualitative research: its ability to provide in-depth, context sensitive insights into 

complex social phenomena (Patton, 2015). Face-to-face interviews allow the researcher to capture 

non-verbal cues, such as body language and tone of voice, which enrich the understanding of 

participants’ experiences and emotions. This aspect of building relationships in qualitative 

interviewing ensures that participants are not just subjects of the study but active collaborators in 

creating knowledge (Letherby, 2003; Reinharz, 1992). 

In summary, this study’s methodological approach is designed to prioritize the voices of Saudi 

women entrepreneurs while critically examining the socio-cultural and institutional contexts that 

shape their experiences. By adopting a qualitative, feminist-informed framework, the research 

ensures that the analysis remains grounded in participants’ lived realities and contributes valuable 

insights to the broader body of feminist and entrepreneurial scholarship. 



88 
 

4.3 Research Philosophy  

Research philosophy covers the basic principles and assumptions that guide how knowledge is 

created in a research process. It forms the foundation on which methodological choices are made 

and influences every stage of the study, from framing the research questions to interpreting the 

findings (Saunders et al., 2019; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). These basic assumptions are crucial for 

ensuring coherence between the research aims, methodology, and theoretical frameworks.  

According to Saunders et al. (2019), research philosophy is shaped by three primary types of 

assumptions: ontological, epistemological, and axiological. Ontological assumptions relate to the 

nature of reality and how it is perceived or constructed in the context of the phenomenon being 

studied. Epistemological assumptions relate to the nature of knowledge, including what constitutes 

valid knowledge and how it can be obtained. Axiological assumptions focus on the role of values 

in the research process, exploring how the researcher’s personal beliefs and ethical considerations 

influence the study (Saunders et al., 2019; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). 

These philosophical assumptions are not isolated but interconnected, collectively shaping the 

researcher’s approach to exploring the entrepreneurial experiences of Saudi women. For instance, 

ontological assumptions inform how the study conceptualizes the lived realities of participants, 

recognizing them as socially constructed and context-dependent (Crenshaw, 1989; Ahl, 2006). 

Epistemological assumptions guide the choice of qualitative methods, emphasizing the importance 

of understanding participants’ subjective perspectives through narrative inquiry and thematic 

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Hesse-Biber, 2014). Axiological assumptions highlight the 

researcher’s ethical responsibility to support marginalized voices, aligning with feminist principles 

of relational engagement and reflexivity (Letherby, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018) 

This study adopts a constructivist and interpretivist paradigm, based on the idea that knowledge is 

created through social interaction and shaped by the socio-cultural context in which it exists 

(Saunders et al., 2019). This approach aligns with feminist methodologies, which challenge 

positivist paradigms for prioritizing objectivity over relational and contextual understanding 

(Hesse-Biber, 2014). By taking a constructivist perspective, the study highlights the significance 
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of participants’ lived experiences and the socio-cultural factors that shape their entrepreneurial 

agency. 

Ontological and epistemological considerations are particularly significant in this study, as they 

inform its approach to exploring the diverse and intersecting identities of Saudi women 

entrepreneurs. Ontological assumptions recognize the diversity of realities experienced by 

participants, shaped by factors such as gender, region, class, and cultural norms. This aligns with 

intersectionality, which highlights the interconnected nature of identity categories and the 

structural inequalities that arise from their intersections (Crenshaw, 1989; Bürkner, 2012). 

Epistemological assumptions emphasize the value of subjective knowledge, prioritizing 

participants’ voices and narratives as essential for understanding the complexities of their 

entrepreneurial journeys. 

Axiological considerations are equally critical, as they reflect the researcher’s ethical commitment 

to conducting participant-centred research. Feminist methodologies promote transparency, 

reflexivity, and relational ethics, ensuring that the research process respects participants’ autonomy 

and highlights their perspectives (Letherby, 2003; Reinharz, 1992). This study incorporates these 

principles by prioritizing cultural sensitivity, ensuring that the analysis captures the socio-cultural 

details of participants’ lived experiences, and upholding ethical standards throughout the research 

process.  

In summary, the research philosophy adopted in this study is grounded in a constructivist and 

interpretivist paradigm, informed by feminist and intersectional methodologies. These 

philosophical foundations ensure that the research remains context-sensitive, participant-centred, 

and theoretically robust, aligning with the study’s aim of exploring the entrepreneurial experiences 

of Saudi women within their unique socio-cultural environment. 

4.3.1 Ontological Position and Feminist Approach 

Ontology, as a fundamental dimension of research philosophy, concerns itself with the nature of 

reality and the ways in which it is understood and constructed (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). This 

study adopts a subjective constructivist ontological stance, positing that reality is not an objective, 

fixed entity but rather a construct shaped through language, perception, and social interaction 
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(Saunders et al., 2019). In qualitative research, this perspective is particularly valuable for 

exploring the lived realities of marginalized groups, as it allows for a deep, context-sensitive 

understanding of social phenomena (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). In the 

context of this research, the constructivist perspective is vital to exploring the entrepreneurial 

journeys of Saudi women, acknowledging their individualized, context-specific lived experiences 

and the cultural dynamics within which they operate. 

To deepen this ontological position, the study integrates a feminist approach, aligning with the 

constructivist view that gendered realities are socially constructed (Fischer et al., 1993; Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2018). Feminist methodology challenges traditional power hierarchies and amplifies the 

voices of marginalized groups, particularly women, making it especially relevant for research 

focused on female entrepreneurship (Reinharz, 1992; Hesse-Biber, 2014). Feminist theory 

critiques the socio-cultural structures that maintain inequality while prioritizing women’s lived 

experiences as central to understanding broader societal and institutional dynamics. This 

perspective is particularly pertinent in the Saudi context, where gender norms, regional disparities, 

and socio-economic structures intersect to shape women’s entrepreneurial realities (Alkhaled & 

Berglund, 2018). 

While traditional frameworks such as push-pull theory (Gilad & Levine, 1986) serve as a starting 

point for categorizing entrepreneurial motivations, they often simplify and overlook the intricate 

socio-cultural and institutional dimensions of women’s entrepreneurial journeys (Abou-Moghli & 

Al-Abdallah, 2019). To address these limitations, this study incorporates feminist theory (Fischer 

et al., 1993; Brush, 2006) and intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1989) as dynamic frameworks 

for exploring the nuanced and multifaceted experiences of Saudi women. As articulated by Olesen 

(2018), feminist methodologies emphasize reflexivity, relational ethics, and the co-construction of 

knowledge, all of which guide this study’s approach to data collection and analysis. 

Feminist theory, particularly social feminist theory, highlights the impact of gendered socialization 

on women’s aspirations, entrepreneurial decisions, and challenges (Fischer et al., 1993; Brush, 

2006). It demonstrates how distinct socialization processes embed different values and worldviews 

in men and women, ultimately shaping their career paths and entrepreneurial approaches. For 
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example, women often prioritize relational and community-oriented values that influence the 

industries they enter and their business practices. This theoretical lens is essential for 

contextualizing how Saudi women’s entrepreneurial identities are shaped not only by their 

individual ambitions but also by broader socio-cultural expectations (Ahl, 2006; Brush, 2006; Huq 

et al., 2020). 

Building on feminist theory, intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1989) emphasizes the 

interconnected and overlapping nature of social identities, such as gender, region, and socio-

economic status. This framework enriches the study by revealing how these intersecting identities 

influence Saudi women’s entrepreneurial agency and the barriers they face (Hashim, 2023). For 

example, women in rural regions contend with challenges distinct from their urban counterparts, 

such as stricter cultural norms, reduced mobility, and limited access to resources. Intersectionality 

ensures that the study captures the diversity of these experiences and avoids oversimplifying the 

realities of Saudi women entrepreneurs (Brush et al., 2009). 

Agency, as a concept closely tied to feminist and intersectional theories, plays a central role in this 

study. Agency is not only the ability to act independently but also the capacity to navigate and 

negotiate within structural constraints (McNay, 2000). Feminist scholars such as McNay (2000) 

and Yancey Martin (2004) critique traditional notions of agency that emphasize autonomy and 

resistance, advocating instead for a nuanced understanding that considers socio-cultural contexts. 

In the Saudi context, women’s entrepreneurial agency often manifests as subtle forms of resistance, 

described by Alkhaled (2021) as "activism in disguise." This includes strategically framing 

entrepreneurial activities as extensions of traditional family roles to gain societal acceptance, 

demonstrating how women adapt and assert autonomy within patriarchal norms. 

This study situates feminist ontology within the specific socio-cultural environment of Saudi 

Arabia, emphasizing the importance of contextualized analysis (Alkhaled & Berglund, 2018; 

Tlaiss, 2022). Saudi women’s entrepreneurial experiences are shaped not only by their gender but 

also by regional, familial, and institutional dynamics (Hashim, 2023). Women in conservative 

regions face stricter societal expectations compared to those in urbanized areas, where norms are 

more flexible (Al-Asfour et al., 2017; Mandawa, 2016). Using intersectionality, the study ensures 
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that the analysis reflects the diverse and multifaceted realities of Saudi women (Crenshaw, 1989; 

Brush et al., 2009). 

The feminist approach adopted in this study further emphasizes the interplay between individual 

agency and structural constraints, a dynamic central to understanding women’s entrepreneurship 

(McNay, 2000; Yancey Martin, 2004). By integrating feminist and intersectional theoretical 

perspectives, the study offers a richer, more nuanced understanding of Saudi women’s 

entrepreneurial experiences. This approach ensures the analysis is deeply rooted in the lived 

realities of participants while critically examining the socio-cultural and institutional structures 

shaping their experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Olesen, 2018). Ultimately, this feminist and 

intersectional ontological stance provides the philosophical and methodological foundation for the 

study, ensuring its insights are contextually grounded and theoretically robust (Tlaiss, 2022; 

Hashim, 2023). 

4.3.2 Epistemological Position  

Epistemology, a core branch of philosophy, examines the nature, scope, and boundaries of 

knowledge. It addresses questions of what constitutes valid knowledge and how it can be obtained 

(Saunders et al., 2019). Central to this study, epistemology determines how the researcher 

approaches the phenomenon of female entrepreneurship, framing how participants’ narratives are 

interpreted and analysed. 

As Saunders et al. (2019) and Denzin and Lincoln (2018) explain, epistemological positions range 

from positivism, which seeks objective truths, to interpretivism, which values subjective meanings 

and individual experiences. This study adopts an interpretivist stance, recognizing that reality is 

socially constructed and contextually shaped. Interpretivism emphasizes the importance of 

understanding participants’ perspectives through their lived experiences, cultural artifacts, and 

social interactions, which is particularly relevant in exploring the entrepreneurial journeys of Saudi 

women. Methodologically, this involves engaging with participants to co-construct knowledge, 

ensuring that their voices and interpretations are central to the research process (Hesse-Biber, 

2014; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). 
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The interpretivist epistemological stance aligns with the feminist approach underpinning this 

study, which critiques the objectivity of positivist paradigms and instead prioritizes relational 

engagement and subjectivity. Feminist methodologies argue that knowledge is never neutral but 

shaped by power dynamics, social structures, and the positionality of both researcher and 

participants (Letherby, 2003; Reinharz, 1992). By adopting this stance, the study amplifies the 

voices of Saudi female entrepreneurs, particularly those from underrepresented regions, and 

explores the socio-cultural and institutional contexts shaping their entrepreneurial experiences 

(Huq et al., 2020). 

This study’s focus on the gendered experiences of women entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia is guided 

by interpretivist and feminist epistemologies, which value personal narratives as valid and rich 

sources of knowledge. In this context, subjectivist epistemology enables the researcher to explore 

how women construct meanings around entrepreneurship and how their interpretations are 

influenced by their socio-cultural environments (Hesse-Biber, 2014). For example, the participant 

Rowayda from the Eastern region shared: 

“This happens if they realize that the female applicant is respectful and self-

confident, so they try to force her into a situation where she needs to beg, or engage 

in lengthy conversation with them, or… you know! You know! You know! I don’t 

know. I’m not saying that there are many men like this…” 

Rowayda’s words reflect how cultural norms, and gendered expectations influence women’s 

professional experiences. Her indirect reference to harassment highlights the trust established 

between the participant and the researcher, enabling sensitive topics to surface. This mutual 

understanding is rooted in shared gender and cultural backgrounds, which align with the feminist 

emphasis on reflexivity and relational ethics (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Letherby, 2003). By 

maintaining a research diary, the researcher was able to critically reflect on her positionality and 

the dynamics of these interactions, ensuring that participants’ narratives were interpreted with 

sensitivity and respect. 

Furthermore, the feminist epistemological stance informs this study’s focus on intersectionality, a 

framework that examines how overlapping identities, such as gender, class, and region, shape 

individuals’ lived experiences (Crenshaw, 1989). Intersectionality enriches the interpretivist 
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approach by highlighting the structural and cultural factors influencing women’s entrepreneurial 

agency in Saudi Arabia. For instance, women in the North and South regions face unique barriers, 

such as stricter gender norms and reduced access to resources, compared to their counterparts in 

more urbanized areas. By incorporating intersectionality, this study captures the diversity of 

experiences within its participant group, avoiding overgeneralizations and recognizing the 

complexity of their entrepreneurial journeys (Huq et al., 2020). 

The interpretivist stance is also evident in the study’s methodological approach, which prioritizes 

listening to participants’ voices and engaging with their perspectives in a collaborative manner. 

This feminist emphasis on co-constructing knowledge aligns with Letherby’s (2003) argument that 

research must acknowledge the subjectivity of both researcher and participants, ensuring that their 

perspectives are valued equally. This approach was particularly important in uncovering the 

nuanced realities of Saudi women entrepreneurs, whose experiences have historically been 

overlooked in research. 

In conclusion, the epistemological position adopted in this study is firmly rooted in interpretivism, 

enriched by feminist methodologies and intersectional theory. This framework ensures that the 

research prioritizes participants’ lived experiences, emphasizes reflexivity and relational ethics, 

and critically examines the socio-cultural contexts influencing women’s entrepreneurial efforts in 

Saudi Arabia. By doing so, the study contributes to a more inclusive and nuanced understanding 

of female entrepreneurship, amplifying voices that have been historically marginalized. The 

implications of this epistemological stance and the researcher’s positionality are explored further 

in Section 4.8 Researcher Positionality and Reflexivity, where the influence of the researcher’s 

identity and feminist values on the data collection process is discussed. 

4.3.3 Reliability and Validity  

In qualitative research, reliability and validity are critical for ensuring that findings accurately 

represent participants’ experiences while maintaining the quality and trustworthiness of the 

research process. This study adopts reliability and validity practices consistent with feminist 

qualitative methodologies, emphasizing reflexivity, relational ethics, and contextual sensitivity 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2018; Hesse-Biber, 2014). 
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Reliability refers to the repeatability and consistency of research findings (Kvale, 2009, p. 235). 

Ensuring reliability is particularly important in feminist research, which critiques the positivist 

notion of universal truth and instead focuses on the context of knowledge (Harding, 1987). To 

enhance reliability, the study utilized a carefully pretested interview guide, as recommended by 

Zikmund et al. (2010)  (see appendix 1) to identify and resolve ambiguities before the interviews 

commenced. This ensured that the questions were clear, culturally appropriate, and capable of 

drawing out the rich, detailed data necessary to answer the research questions. 

A consistent semi-structured interview format was employed to further enhance reliability, 

allowing the researcher to ask the same core questions across participants while incorporating 

flexible follow-up questions suited to each individual’s context. This approach aligns with feminist 

principles of relational engagement, where adapting to participants’ narratives is crucial for co-

constructing meaning (Reinharz, 1992; Olesen, 2018). Building trust with participants was also 

essential for ensuring reliable data. Trust, as emphasized by Al-Asfour et al. (2017), is particularly 

significant in culturally sensitive research involving Saudi women, given societal norms around 

gender and entrepreneurship. Establishing rapport during interviews encouraged participants to 

share genuine, reflective accounts, reducing the risk of response bias. This aligns with the feminist 

methodological commitment to fostering ethical, participant centred research environments 

(Letherby, 2003). 

Validity in qualitative research refers to the extent to which an account accurately reflects the 

social phenomena it represents (Hammersley, 1990). This study ensured validity through several 

interconnected measures. Descriptive validity was achieved by recording and transcribing 

interviews word for word, capturing participants’ exact language to document their narratives with 

precision. Interpretive validity, which focuses on understanding the meanings participants attribute 

to their experiences, was enhanced by paying close attention to verbal and non-verbal cues, 

ensuring that the researcher accurately interpreted participants’ emotions and concepts. As 

Maxwell (2004) highlights, interpretive validity is essential in qualitative research, and this study 

operationalized it by employing a reflexive, step-by-step process to analyse the data. 

Reflexivity played a central role in maintaining both reliability and validity throughout the research 

process. The researcher maintained a reflexive journal to document her thoughts, biases, and 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/17woODyiyrqmq8v4J-Zg5kvq4hFwqDaRVKctXeRPVy1I/edit#bookmark=id.98751rwilg4s
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evolving understanding of participants’ narratives. This aligns with feminist methodologies’ 

emphasis on researcher positionality and the co-construction of knowledge (Hesse-Biber, 2014; 

Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Reflexivity also enabled the researcher to navigate cultural and ethical 

considerations, ensuring that the study accurately represented participants’ perspectives without 

imposing external interpretations. Member checking further strengthened validity by providing 

participants with opportunities to review and clarify their responses during and after the interviews, 

ensuring that their intended meanings were accurately captured (Tlaiss, 2022). 

To ensure theoretical robustness, the study situated its findings within relevant frameworks such 

as feminist theory (Fischer et al., 1993; Calás et al., 2009; Ahl, 2006) and intersectionality theory 

(Crenshaw, 1989). These frameworks enabled the researcher to interpret the data in ways that 

accounted for the socio-cultural and institutional dynamics influencing Saudi women’s 

entrepreneurial agency. For example, feminist theory critiques traditional entrepreneurship 

research for prioritizing male-dominated narratives, while intersectionality highlights the layered 

barriers faced by women in conservative regions. Cross-referencing findings with existing 

literature on female entrepreneurship further validated the study. For instance, the results 

corroborated Alshareef’s (2022) insights on the influence of spatial context and Hashim’s (2023) 

discussion of structural barriers faced by Gulf women entrepreneurs. 

Ethical considerations were integral to ensuring both reliability and validity. Participants’ privacy 

and confidentiality were prioritized throughout the research process, addressing concerns about 

anonymity, especially for those in visible or sensitive roles. This ethical sensitivity mirrors 

Alkhaled and Berglund’s (2018) recommendation for fostering safe spaces where participants feel 

comfortable sharing personal experiences. By emphasizing relational ethics and cultural 

sensitivity, the researcher created an environment conducive to authentic and meaningful dialogue, 

enhancing the depth and authenticity of the data collected. 

The strategies employed in this study reflect established best practices in qualitative research on 

female entrepreneurship. Mauthner and Alkhaled (2021) highlight the importance of narrative 

approaches and reflexivity for capturing the complexity of women’s entrepreneurial journeys. 

Similarly, Denzin and Lincoln (2018) emphasize the role of relational engagement and participant-

centred methodologies in feminist qualitative research. By integrating these approaches, this study 
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ensured that its findings are both reliable and valid, offering a detailed understanding of the 

experiences of Saudi female entrepreneurs while contributing to the broader body of feminist and 

intersectional scholarship. 

4.4. Rationale for Research Design, Sampling, and Recruitment 

Strategies 

4.4.1 Research Design: Rationale for Qualitative Exploratory Approach 

Research design is the plan made to achieve the research goals and answer the research questions 

of the study. It lays out the steps and methods for gathering and analysing data that are needed to 

solve a research problem. The research design is an overarching plan that provides a structure for 

conducting the whole research project in an effective way (Sreejesh et al., 2014). This study used 

a qualitative exploratory research approach. This design has been prioritised in large part due to its 

flexibility and responsiveness to modification, which allows the introduction of additional details 

(Daniel & Sam, 2011). Exploratory research is a crucial approach to take in order to gain new ideas 

and throw light on specific fields of study as it helps generate comprehensive, in-depth data on a 

topic (Patton, 2015). According to Saunders et al. (2019), a qualitative exploratory design enables 

the researcher to get a better insight into the respondents' underlying motives and perspectives than 

any quantitative design. By adopting a qualitative exploratory research design, it is possible to 

investigate the participants' perceptions of the cultural, social, and institutional barriers they face 

when attempting to run their own business and to discover their motivations, as opposed to 

quantitatively measuring or counting value (Syedda 2018; Mandawa 2016). The qualitative method 

also has some drawbacks that must also be acknowledged. One of its flaws relates to the fact that 

empirical results cannot be generalised to the wider population as the sample size is small 

(Mandawa, 2016). Nevertheless, it is crucial to highlight that in instances where groups are notably 

small and marginalized, conducting research becomes even more imperative to amplify their 

voices. Therefore, a prevalent approach in sociology involves conducting comprehensive 

interviews, wherein researchers pose open-ended questions (Small, 2009).This study explores the 

following: (1) the factors that influence women’s motivations to become entrepreneurs in the 

different regions of Saudi Arabia; (2) a comparison of the challenges that Saudi women 



98 
 

entrepreneurs face in the different regions; and (3) how the women’s past experiences and 

background inform their present experience of running their businesses in Saudi Arabia.  

The qualitative exploratory design of this study was carefully chosen to align with its objectives 

of understanding the motivations, challenges, and lived experiences of Saudi female entrepreneurs. 

This approach offers the depth and flexibility necessary for investigating complex social 

phenomena in their natural contexts (Patton, 2015). Unlike quantitative methods, which focus on 

hypothesis testing and measurement, qualitative exploratory research is particularly effective for 

uncovering nuanced perspectives and generating rich, context-specific insights. As Reinharz 

(1992) emphasizes, feminist research methodologies prioritize qualitative approaches for their 

ability to centre the voices of marginalized groups and uncover the socio-cultural dynamics 

shaping their realities. This makes qualitative research particularly suitable for topics with limited 

prior investigation, such as the experiences of Saudi women entrepreneurs in underrepresented 

regions like the North and South. 

The focus on marginalized groups, including female entrepreneurs in conservative regions, further 

underscores the importance of an exploratory approach. Qualitative exploratory methods enable 

researchers to delve deeply into participants' perspectives, providing insights into the cultural, 

social, and institutional realities shaping their entrepreneurial journeys (Saunders et al., 2019). This 

aligns with feminist methodologies’ emphasis on relational engagement and participant-centred 

research (Hesse-Biber, 2014; Letherby, 2003). Furthermore, the adaptability of this approach 

allowed the study to navigate sensitive topics, such as harassment, family dynamics, and societal 

expectations, consistent with the feminist commitment to ethical and reflexive research practices 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). By fostering open, participant-centred dialogues, the study adhered to 

feminist principles of amplifying marginalized voices and contextualizing their experiences 

(Crenshaw, 1989). 

4.4.2 Sampling: Recruitment and Engagement Strategies 

The recruitment and engagement strategies for this study were designed to align with its objectives 

of exploring the motivations, challenges, and lived experiences of Saudi female entrepreneurs 
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across diverse regions. These strategies emphasized cultural sensitivity, trust-building, and 

participant autonomy, consistent with feminist methodologies that prioritize relational ethics and 

the co-construction of knowledge (Reinharz, 1992; Olesen, 2018). 

Participants were selected based on specific criteria to ensure relevance and diversity in the sample. 

First, participants were required to be Saudi women who had founded, owned, and managed 

businesses for at least one year. This criterion ensured that participants had sufficient 

entrepreneurial experience to provide meaningful insights into the study’s research questions 

(Saunders et al., 2019). Additionally, the sample included participants from the Central, West, 

East, North, and South regions of Saudi Arabia, ensuring geographical diversity. This approach 

reflects the principles of intersectionality, recognizing how regional, cultural, and socio-economic 

factors intersect to shape women’s entrepreneurial experiences (Crenshaw, 1989). Including 

participants from various business sectors further demonstrated a commitment to understanding 

diverse entrepreneurial trajectories (Brush et al., 2009). Demographic diversity, such as variations 

in age, marital status, and education levels, was also prioritized to provide a nuanced understanding 

of the factors influencing entrepreneurship, aligning with feminist research practices (Ahl, 2006).  

According to Saunders et al. (2012), the sample size is decided by the study questions and aims. 

The literature review on the topic of female entrepreneurs revealed that the majority of studies 

used a small sample for semi-structured/in-depth interviews. As mentioned in the preceding 

chapter, this study identifies a research gap concerning the limited geographical scope covered in 

existing studies on Saudi female entrepreneurs. Existing research primarily concentrates on the 

three most urbanized regions of Saudi Arabia: The West, Central, and East regions (Algahtani, 

2022; Sadi & Ghazali, 2010, 2012; Ahmed, 2011a). While these studies offer valuable insights 

into the experiences of female entrepreneurs in economically developed urban areas, there is a 

notable absence of research covering the more conservative and less-explored North and South 

regions of the country. This study endeavours to address this gap by conducting comprehensive 

research covering all regions of Saudi Arabia, explicitly focusing on the under-researched North 

and South regions. Incorporating these conservative regions into the study aims to provide a 

holistic understanding of female entrepreneurship throughout the country, shedding light on the 

distinctive challenges and opportunities encountered by female entrepreneurs in various parts of 
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Saudi Arabia. To make the research more representative of Saudi Arabia as a whole, rather than 

solely focusing on the two most developed business areas, this research seeks to encompass a 

broader geographical range and diverse landscapes. To achieve this goal, the study has chosen to 

conduct a series of semi-structured interviews with 32 Saudi female entrepreneurs across different 

sectors in five regions of Saudi Arabia (12 interviews in the Central region, 3 interviews in the 

West region, 3 interviews in the East region, 7 interviews in the North region, and 8 interviews in 

the South region) (see Table 4.1).  

4.4.3 Recruitment Strategies and Relational Ethics 

Recruitment strategies were carefully tailored to navigate the challenges of accessing participants 

in a culturally conservative context. Drawing upon feminist methodologies’ emphasis on relational 

and context-sensitive engagement (Hesse-Biber, 2014), the researcher leveraged personal and 

professional networks to identify potential participants who met the selection criteria. Informal 

communication channels, such as collaborating with the Chamber of Commerce and Industry in 

the Northern region, were utilized to overcome cultural barriers (Saunders et al., 2019). In addition, 

social media platforms—including WhatsApp, Twitter, and Instagram—were used to share the 

research invitation and connect with potential participants, particularly those already engaged in 

small business promotion online. Beyond formal snowball sampling, some participants also 

referred the researcher to peers within their circles, expanding access to women across different 

regions and industries. This strategy reflects feminist and intersectional methodologies, which 

emphasize the value of trust and relationships in participant engagement (Noy, 2008; Crenshaw, 

1989). 

The researcher adapted her communication methods to align with participants’ preferences, 

demonstrating cultural sensitivity and flexibility. For instance, WhatsApp, a widely used platform 

in Saudi Arabia, was employed to contact participants, facilitating interview scheduling and 

increasing response rates (Alshareef, 2017). This adaptability aligns with feminist principles of 

participant-centred research, ensuring that recruitment methods respected participants’ cultural 

and social contexts (Letherby, 2003). 
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4.4.4 Engagement Strategies and Ethical Considerations 

Engagement strategies prioritized participant comfort and cultural sensitivity, consistent with 

feminist methodologies that emphasize relational ethics and participant agency (Reinharz, 1992; 

Olesen, 2018). Before conducting interviews, the researcher reviewed participants’ backgrounds 

to tailor questions and demonstrate genuine interest, fostering trust and rapport. Interviews were 

conducted in Arabic, with regional dialects used where appropriate, enhancing accessibility and 

ensuring participants could express themselves comfortably (Mejdell, 2021). This approach 

reflects the intersectional framework, acknowledging the linguistic and cultural nuances of 

participants’ experiences (Crenshaw, 1989). 

Participants were given the freedom to choose interview locations, whether at their workplaces, 

homes, or neutral venues like cafés. This flexibility fostered a comfortable environment, 

encouraging participants to share their experiences openly (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). Ethical 

considerations were emphasized throughout the study, reflecting feminist methodologies’ 

commitment to participant autonomy and confidentiality. Participants were informed about the 

study’s purpose, their right to anonymity, and their ability to withdraw at any time, ensuring their 

agency remained central to the research process (Brush et al., 2009; Kvale, 2009). 

Building rapport was a critical component of the engagement strategy. The researcher engaged in 

casual conversations with participants before formal interviews to establish mutual understanding 

and trust. This approach aligns with feminist theories of relationality and co-construction of 

knowledge, which emphasize shared understanding between researchers and participants 

(Reinharz, 1992). Observing non-verbal cues, such as body language and tone of voice, enabled 

the researcher to navigate delicate topics with empathy and care, consistent with the feminist 

commitment to reflexivity and relational ethics (Hesse-Biber, 2014). 

4.5 Overview of the Interviewees 

The demographic information of the study participants is shown in Table 4.1. It contains the 

following information: participant's name, age, marital status, education level, number of children, 
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region, whether or not they had previously lived in a foreign country, number of employees, 

business type, sector, employment prior to starting the business, use of support provided for female 

entrepreneurs, age of business, whether close family currently run or previously ran an enterprise. 

32 interviews were held in all across the five regions. The respondents were Saudi women who 

had founded, owned and managed their own companies. As shown in Table 3.1, the majority of 

the interviewees are married and have children. The interviewees’ ages ranged from 27 to 59 years. 

They represented various educational levels, ranging from Bachelor’s degree level (the majority) 

to PhD level. Their enterprises had been set up between 2 to 25 years ago. Some participants 

employed more than 20 people, while others did not have any staff working for them. Table 3.1 

sheds some light on the composition of Saudi family businesses. 

4.6 Data Collection Process 

The data collection for this study took place from January to March 2020, utilizing in-person face-

to-face interviews conducted in Saudi Arabia. Notably, this period preceded the onset of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. The researcher concluded the fieldwork approximately 10 days earlier than 

planned due to lockdowns and travel restrictions imposed in response to the emerging pandemic. 

It is crucial to highlight that the researcher successfully attained a sufficient range of interviews 

during this timeframe, effectively addressing the research questions. These interviews relied on a 

semi-structured question format to obtain a full and deep understanding of the life history of the 

female entrepreneurs being interviewed (see appendix 1). The researcher occasionally posed extra 

questions to build on the answers given by the interviewees and the clues yielded by their attitudes, 

their facial expressions and their tone of voice (Easterby-Smith & Malina, 1999). All interviews 

were conducted in person, and it is noteworthy that the participants were either unveiled, as the 

interviews took place in private offices or homes or veiled without covering their faces when 

conducted in public spaces like coffee shops. The same applied to the researcher, who was not 

veiled, facilitating facial and body communication and contributing significantly to understanding 

the importance of the discussed issues. This approach proved invaluable in gauging the 

significance of various topics. For instance, in the case of Hanan, before delving into the sensitive 

topic of sexual harassment, her body language and facial expressions hinted at underlying 

concerns. She provided limited information initially, accompanied by phrases like "you know! you 

know!" The researcher, attuned to these cues, recognized the need to navigate the conversation 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/17woODyiyrqmq8v4J-Zg5kvq4hFwqDaRVKctXeRPVy1I/edit#bookmark=id.98751rwilg4s
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delicately while ensuring the participant's comfort. Facial expressions played a crucial role in 

assessing the importance of the matter discussed, encompassing aspects such as support, 

challenges, emotional states, and even moments of happiness. For example, in the case of Rana, 

tears welled up in her eyes as she spoke about her father's support. Although she paused to 

apologize for her emotional response, the researcher reassured her, creating a space where she felt 

comfortable expressing her emotions. This emotional moment highlighted the significance of her 

father's support, as evidenced by his unexpected purchase of the building she rented for her 

business, showcasing the depth of his support for her success. Another example was observed with 

Shooq, whose voice and tone conveyed pain when recounting her ex-husband's dismissive attitude 

toward her business ideas, likening her to a cow that should be kept locked at home. These subtle 

expressions provided valuable insights, allowing the researcher to assess the importance of the 

issues discussed by the speakers. 

Prior to the commencement of interviews, participants were asked to complete a short biographical 

survey covering details such as their age, level of education, business-related information, and 

marital status  (see appendix 5). This information proved invaluable in gaining insights into their 

backgrounds, establishing connections with their feminine identities, and understanding the 

motivations that propelled them to establish businesses and navigate potential challenges. The 

participants were encouraged to voice their own viewpoints and ideas. The researcher ensured that 

each woman had the chance to share her own entrepreneurial tale. 

The researcher's own networks were used to acquire the data. The first effort consisted of 

compiling a list of acquaintances, friends, and coworkers who were designated as Saudi women 

who had started a business. Since the researcher was born and raised in Saudi Arabia, she used her 

network to access information from the Chamber of Commerce and Industry in the Northern 

region. The Chamber was contacted informally, and the researcher was able to obtain a list of 

potential participants. In addition to this strategy, the researcher employed the snowballing 

technique to obtain data by asking participants to put her in contact with individuals who met the 

participant criteria of the study and who might be willing to participate. It is essential to note here 

that snowball sampling is the most commonly used method of sampling in qualitative research 

within the social sciences (Noy, 2008) and that this was an especially relevant method to use within 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/17woODyiyrqmq8v4J-Zg5kvq4hFwqDaRVKctXeRPVy1I/edit#bookmark=id.gngi1pl4rf0e
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the Saudi society where referrals are highly regarded. Therefore, efforts to schedule interviews 

based on referrals were successful, as expected. 

The researcher used an email at the beginning of the data collection procedure to contact potential 

participants. The introductory email included a short summary of the topic under investigation and 

a consent form for participants to sign (see appendix 2 and appendix 3). However, this proved to 

be an inefficient way to contact potential participants in the context being studied. Due to the lack 

of response to emails, the researcher shifted her efforts onto WhatsApp, which proved to be more 

effective for communicating with potential interviewees and scheduling interviews. Alshareef 

(2017) encountered a similar issue in her PhD study conducted in Saudi Arabia, focusing on 

interviewing Saudi female entrepreneurs. When she initiated contact with participants to request 

interviews, a series of emails were sent out. However, Alshareef (2017) observed that there were 

no responses received from most participants. Utilizing WhatsApp proved to be an effective means 

of communication, as it is less formal than emails. Interestingly, Alshareef (2017) noted that 

communication via email was time-consuming, and participants tended to take it less seriously 

compared to contact through WhatsApp. This highlights a societal preference for quick and 

informal communication rather than more formal and well-thought-out email correspondence. 

Alshareef (2017) noted the swift responses received when using WhatsApp for scheduling and 

planning interviews with participants. Direct messaging on social media was another technique 

used to reach participants in this research. The participation criteria adopted were Saudi female 

entrepreneurs with at least a year’s experience running an enterprise based in the North, South, 

Centre, East, and West of Saudi Arabia. 

At the start of each interview, the researcher typically spent a few minutes outlining data 

collection-related information. This comprised a short description of this study, a request for 

permission to record the interview, confirmation of confidentiality of the participants’ personal 

information and anonymity, and notification of the participants' right to read the final thesis and 

the right to withdraw from the study. The participants were provided with a broad overview of the 

study issue rather than the specifics. The researcher began each interview with generic inquiries 

before asking particular questions (see appendix 5), in an effort to establish a relationship of trust 

with the participants. The researcher's background as a female native of Saudi Arabia facilitated 

the participants' willingness to divulge sensitive information related to patriarchal societal norms, 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/17woODyiyrqmq8v4J-Zg5kvq4hFwqDaRVKctXeRPVy1I/edit#bookmark=id.5aifjzrjektz
https://docs.google.com/document/d/17woODyiyrqmq8v4J-Zg5kvq4hFwqDaRVKctXeRPVy1I/edit#bookmark=id.ehb1dis4l193
https://docs.google.com/document/d/17woODyiyrqmq8v4J-Zg5kvq4hFwqDaRVKctXeRPVy1I/edit#bookmark=id.gngi1pl4rf0e


105 
 

harassment, arranged marriages, and early marriage. This choice of methodology, considering the 

researcher's cultural background, played a crucial role in establishing rapport and obtaining in-

depth insights from the participants. A researcher from a different cultural background might need 

to adopt a different research design to navigate cultural nuances and build trust effectively. Each 

interview lasted between 50 to 90 minutes.  

To address the feedback about developing the rationale for the study’s research design and 

sampling decisions, you need to provide a more explicit justification for your research design and 

sampling choices. This includes linking them to the study's goals, explaining why the qualitative 

exploratory approach and specific sampling strategy were the most appropriate, and demonstrating 

how they align with your research questions and theoretical framework.  

4.7 Research Diary  

It is important to note that the researcher's personal perceptions and feelings were noted throughout 

the interviewing process. The research diary is one of the most basic and straightforward tools that 

may help researchers become much more reflective (Nadin & Cassell, 2006). This is consistent 

with doing research using a social feminist method (Fischer et al., 1993), where reflexivity and the 

researcher's position and identity are equally important considerations. This covers how the 

researcher felt about the participant's responses and how she reacted to certain questions, especially 

how she handled personal topics. For example, during one of the interviews, when the researcher 

started to ask questions related to family matters, the interviewee asked that her answer not be 

included in the research. When the researcher assured the interviewee that the data would remain 

confidential and that she would remain anonymous, the interviewee agreed that her responses 

could be included without any details being given. This incident confirmed the importance of 

privacy to the interviewee, and this was respected by the researcher. While taking notes and going 

over the participants’ answers, the researcher noted how important family support was to the 

participants. For example, one of the interviewees became emotional and started crying when 

talking about her father's unconditional financial and moral support and how he was the person 

behind her success. In addition, it was crucial to consider body language and facial expressions 

while discussing sensitive topics, such as working with males and harassment and coping with 

controlling partners, as this shows the importance of the topic being discussed. The researcher’s 
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diary was used as a source of documentation and memento mori when analysing data and writing 

up the research. Below are some extracts from the researcher's reflexive diary that used the process 

of analysing data and writing up the research. This was from one of the participants in the Northern 

region:  

"I was so shocked when she said, 'I hate these women who don’t cover their face or wear hijab; 

it's all because of these changes the government is making.' She said it with an angry voice, and 

even her face showed that she really doesn't like that. I was one of these women that she hated. I 

wasn’t expecting that at all. Even when it felt awkward, I’m so glad that I managed to not take it 

personally. I managed to convert the conversation to another topic without making her 

uncomfortable. It was so hard." 

Another extract from the researcher's reflexive diary after interviewing Hanan in the Southern 

region:  

"Now that I've conducted a couple of interviews, I feel more confident about gaining most 

participants' trust. Even so, I was surprised when Hanan talked about how the male investors 

treated her when she was trying to pitch her business idea, looking for investors, and then when 

she opened up more about assault and harassment. Wasn't expecting that." 

Another extract from the researcher's reflexive diary after interviewing Arwa in the central region:  

“It was a good and very welcome interview, which I was not expecting at all because Arwa said 

to me four times I can meet you if you promise me that none of my business stories go out to anyone. 

It's clearly she is very concerned about confidentiality. She said, 'you know I’m the owner of a very 

well-known beauty salon.' At the beginning of the interview, she repeated that please no one can 

know about this, only in your research. Also, before the starting of the interview, she gave me the 

impression that her time was limited.  I was so worried if I could ensure her concern, But after 15 

minutes, she opened up beyond what I was expecting, and we ended up spending two hours. She 

said, 'I was not expecting to enjoy talking to you, I really like talking to you.' I was so glad that I 

was able to reassure Arwa and also respond to her concerns about confidentiality in a way that 

reassured her and got good data.” 
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In Arwa's scenario, the researcher's reflection and compliance with ethical standards reinforced 

the importance of ethics and confidentiality within the research framework. Prior to initiating data 

collection, the researcher underwent comprehensive training in research ethics, that will be 

elaborated upon towards the end of this chapter. 

 

4.8 Researcher Positionality and Reflexivity 

The integration of feminist principles in this study was operationalized through the use of a 

research diary, a tool that facilitated reflexivity, ethical engagement, and sensitivity to power 

dynamics. Feminist methodologies emphasize relational, participant-centred research processes 

and a commitment to ethical, reflexive practices that amplify the voices and experiences of 

marginalized groups (Hesse-Biber, 2014; Letherby, 2003). These principles align with feminist 

ontology, which frames this study by recognizing that gendered realities are socially constructed 

and context-specific (Calás et al., 2009; Ahl, 2006). As Olesen (2018) highlights, feminist 

qualitative research emphasizes co-constructing knowledge with participants, which the research 

diary facilitated by documenting the researcher’s positionality, biases, and interactions throughout 

the research process. 

 

Feminist principles place significant value on reflexivity, requiring researchers to critically 

examine their positionality and how their identity influences the research process (Fischer et al., 

1993; Harding, 1987). In this context, the research diary served as a structured mechanism for 

continuous reflexivity, capturing the researcher’s thoughts, emotions, and reactions during 

interviews. By doing so, it aligned with feminist critiques of traditional objectivity, which often 

overlook the subjective nature of research (Calás et al., 2009). The diary also reflected principles 

of intersectionality, ensuring that participants’ narratives were analysed with sensitivity to their 

diverse identities. This approach acknowledged how intersecting factors such as gender, class, and 

region shaped their responses (Crenshaw, 1989). 
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For instance, moments of discomfort or surprise, such as participants’ emotional responses or 

culturally specific phrasing, were documented and critically analysed to assess the researcher’s 

influence on the interview process. This reflexivity ensured that the research followed feminist 

methodologies’ commitment to transparency and ethical standards (Reinharz, 1992). 

The research diary was instrumental in addressing power imbalances, a core tenet of feminist 

methodology that prioritizes the relational and ethical dimensions of research. Feminist critiques 

of traditional hierarchies in research paradigms emphasize collaboration and participant driven 

processes (Letherby, 2003; Hesse-Biber, 2014). In this study, the diary documented moments 

where cultural sensitivity and relational ethics were critical, such as Arwa’s insistence on 

anonymity and her eventual willingness to share her experiences. Reflections on these interactions 

informed strategies to navigate socio-cultural dynamics and build trust, aligning with feminist 

theories of agency, which recognize the negotiation of autonomy within structural constraints 

(McNay, 2000; Alkhaled, 2021). 

The diary also captured ethical challenges associated with discussing sensitive topics like 

harassment and familial dynamics. Feminist methodologies emphasize relational ethics, which 

prioritize participants’ emotional well-being (Olesen, 2018). By documenting the researcher’s 

emotional labour and empathetic engagement, the diary ensured that the research process was both 

ethical and relationally grounded, consistent with feminist qualitative research practices (Brush et 

al., 2009). Feminist theories highlight the importance of understanding participants’ lived 

experiences through an intersectional lens (Crenshaw, 1989). The diary enabled the researcher to 

document and reflect on non-verbal cues, such as body language and emotional expressions, which 

provided additional layers of meaning to participants’ narratives. This practice aligns with feminist 

methodology’s emphasis on amplifying women’s voices and narratives, particularly those that 

challenge traditional, patriarchal accounts of entrepreneurship (Fischer et al., 1993; Ahl, 2006). 

Capturing these nuanced observations enriched the study’s theoretical grounding and ensured a 

holistic understanding of participants’ realities. 

Beyond its ethical and reflexive functions, the research diary served as a practical tool for co-

constructing knowledge with participants. As feminist scholars like Reinharz (1992) and Olesen 
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(2018) argue, qualitative research grounded in feminist principles emphasizes collaboration and 

mutual respect. The diary documented how participants’ feedback informed subsequent interview 

approaches, ensuring a participant-centred and iterative process. 

By integrating feminist principles, the research diary operationalized a participant-centred, 

ethically conscious approach to data collection. It reflected feminist ontology by recognizing the 

socially constructed nature of gendered realities and amplified participants’ voices through 

reflexivity and ethical engagement. Ultimately, the diary ensured that the research process 

remained reflexive, respectful, and theoretically robust, grounded in feminist and intersectional 

methodologies (McNay, 2000; Crenshaw, 1989). 

 4.9 Preparation for the Interviews 

In Saudi Arabia, the Arabic language plays a central role in communication, and it is crucial to 

understand the distinctions between formal and informal language. The formal language used in 

official and professional settings is classical Arabic (Mejdell, 2021). It is the language of education, 

government documents, and formal speeches (Mejdell, 2021). However, when it comes to everyday 

interactions and informal communication, people use dialect Arabic, which varies across different 

regions (Prochazka, 2015; Al-Hakami, 2023). The informal dialect Arabic is the language of choice 

for casual conversations, family interactions, and socializing. Each region in Saudi Arabia has its 

own distinct dialect, with variations in pronunciation, vocabulary, and expressions (Prochazka, 

2015; Al-Hakami, 2023). These dialects reflect the rich cultural diversity of the country. While 

people are generally fluent in both formal and informal Arabic, the informal dialect is the primary 

means of communication in daily life. 

Conducting interviews in the Arabic language, particularly in the local dialect, was a strategic 

decision aimed at fostering a sense of comfort and familiarity among the participants. Since dialect 

Arabic is the language commonly used in everyday communication in Saudi Arabia, employing it 

during the interviews helped create a more relaxed environment. This choice aimed to encourage 

open and authentic responses from the participants, as they could express themselves more 

naturally in their accustomed linguistic context. Each region has its own accent and some 

differences in vocabulary and expressions (Prochazka 2015; Al-Hakami 2023), and the researcher 
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was aware of these variations. Having lived in three different regions in the past provided the 

researcher with an advantage in understanding different accents and meanings. However, there 

were instances when the researcher wasn't sure about the meaning and had to clarify with 

participants in a way that didn't make them uncomfortable. A simple example is one of the 

participants in the Southern region used a word to describe that her husband was ' yelling ' at her, 

where this word means 'crying' in another region. Another example is the expression 'sweetheart' 

in the Northern region being used in a very different way in other regions, where it is mean “my 

son”. This confusion briefly puzzled the researcher, but she successfully understood the 

participant's intended meaning.   

The researcher prepared for the interviews by translating the research questions into the Arabic 

language to ensure that the Saudi female entrepreneurs understood the questions fully and could 

answer them appropriately. The researcher prepared for each semi-structured interview as follows: 

first, the researcher gained knowledge and insight about the research topic by reviewing the 

literature on the topic; second, the researcher obtained information about the participant’s 

organisation prior to the interview to encourage the interviewee to provide a more complete 

explanation of the issue under discussion and to get a broader understanding of their enterprise; 

and, third, due consideration was given to the location's suitability, since it affected the data 

gathering in terms of safety, comfort, and quiet. The respondents were interviewed at their 

workplace, at their residence or in a café, according to their preference. The researcher did her 

utmost to meet the participants at their preferred location and time in the hope that it would make 

them feel more at ease while sharing their story. The researcher was aware of the significance of 

establishing a rapport with participants to encourage them to freely share their stories (Dosu, 2021; 

de Oliveira and Figueira, 2018). 

4.10 Pilot Study 

A pilot study is the use of a small-scale research project that resembles the planned research, 

conducted prior to the full study on a small sample of respondents with a comparable cultural 

background as the research sample (Doody & Doody, 2015). The purpose of a pilot study is to 

support the design of the actual research (Zikmund et al., 2010). The goal of the pilot study is to 

identify any issues with the research design so that they may be resolved prior to the 
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commencement of the main investigation (Zikmund et al., 2010). According to Doody and Doody 

(2015), the pilot study not only allows the researcher to test the feasibility of their study design 

and procedures and to identify any potential problems that may arise during the full-scale study, 

but can also help researchers establish the reliability and validity of their measurement tools and 

procedures, which is important for ensuring the quality of the data collected. It can also provide 

an opportunity for researchers to practice their study procedures and refine their skills, which can 

help improve the quality of the full-scale study (Doody & Doody, 2015).  

To ensure the feasibility and effectiveness of the research design, the researcher conducted a pilot 

interview with 9 Saudi female entrepreneurs. This consisted of 3 face-to-face interviews in the 

Southern region, 2 face-to-face interviews in the central region, 2 video call interviews in the 

Northern region, 1 face-to-face interview in the Western region, and 1 interview by phone in the 

Eastern region. The pilot interviews not only served as a test for the interview questions, they also 

allowed the researcher to gain a better sense of how the interviews would progress, any difficulties 

she might face and how long the interviews would last. In addition, they were good practice for 

using the recording device and practicing the introductory comments. 

The participants' responses from the pilot study affected the design of the research and the second 

phase of the project. The researcher was able to design a more complete and improved interview 

guide, and assess its applicability with the aid of this small-scale pilot study. For example, the 

category of questions was modified, and certain complex questions were split into sub-questions 

for clarity. In addition, several questions were totally rewritten since the pilot research participants 

deemed them imprecise and unclear. These modifications made the data gathering prosses more 

coherent and targeted to the research’s primary goals and objectives. The pilot research confirmed 

the consistency and clarity of the remaining interview questions. This study confirmed that pilot 

interviews help the researcher to identify potential issues before embarking on the full-scale 

interviews. 

4.11 Challenges During the Data Collection Process  

This section discusses the challenges faced during the data collection process, including issues 

with the interview schedule, the target and actual samples, the interview recordings, and issues 
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related to cost, and time. The vast majority of the Saudi female businesswomen identified during 

the sampling process liked being approached and interviewed; they were highly supportive of the 

study and wanted to have their perspectives heard. Throughout the course of the data collection, 

the following obstacles were identified. 

 
 
 

4.11.1 Regional Difficulties 

Traveling between regions presented significant challenges in the data collection process. The 

researcher had to secure full commitment from participants and agree on the time and place for 

interviews before planning journeys to other regions. Finding flights and accommodations proved 

time-consuming and costly. For instance, the researcher had five participants who initially agreed 

to participate from the North. After planning flights and accommodations, all five participants 

withdrew their agreement, forcing the researcher into a difficult situation. She had to delay the 

journey, search for new participants, and ensure their full commitment before planning travel to 

the North region, resulting in both time and monetary expenses. 

Finding participants varied in difficulty across regions. The researcher had strong connections in 

the central region, where she used to live, making it easier to identify potential participants even 

with a high rate of cancellations and refusals. However, challenges arose in other regions, with the 

South and North proving to be particularly hard in terms of finding suitable participants. 

Leveraging her network, the researcher managed to reach female entrepreneurs in both the North 

and South regions. Notably, participants from these regions exhibited enthusiasm about sharing 

their voices, a contrast to the relatively lower interest from potential participants in the West and 

East. While the researcher successfully engaged with a substantial number of entrepreneurs in 

these areas, the agreement rate was comparatively lower than in the North and South regions. The 

snowballing strategy emerged as more effective in the North and South, surpassing its efficacy in 

any other region. 

Even though Saudi Arabia is known to be a welcoming and generous society, ensuring safety was 

a concern for the researcher, particularly when conducting interviews in participants' private 
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homes. The researcher addressed this challenge by coordinating with her family, who played a 

crucial role in ensuring her safety during the research process. They were always informed about 

the location and timing of the interviews, acting as a support system that could be contacted in 

case of any unforeseen circumstances. This collaborative approach not only provided an additional 

layer of security but also contributed to the overall success and smooth collecting data from all 

different regions of Saudi Arabia.  

One of the challenges faced by the researcher is the societal undervaluation of her profession. 

During the phase of seeking potential participants, the researcher encountered negative comments 

about her work on multiple occasions. For instance, remarks such as "You're so crazy collecting 

data from all over Saudi Arabia and not even doing it through the phone; you will travel there; 

you just like doing the hard stuff" Another frequent comment was, "Can I pretend to be an 

entrepreneur, and you can interview me? No one will ever know." These comments conveyed the 

perception that some individuals did not appreciate the significance of research and its potential 

contributions to knowledge and the improvement of people's lives. 

Despite these challenges, the researcher found unwavering support from her family, which became 

a crucial source of encouragement. The family consistently emphasized the importance of the 

fieldwork and the precision of collecting valuable data, reinforcing the researcher's commitment 

to her work. 

Another notable challenge encountered during the research process was navigating the diverse 

accents and vocabulary used in different regions. While dialect Arabic is commonly used in daily 

interactions across Saudi Arabia, interviews were conducted in this informal language to create a 

comfortable environment. Despite being a native Arabic speaker, the researcher acknowledged her 

unfamiliarity with just a few of the dialects employed by participants in the North and Southern 

regions. This became apparent in three instances during interviews in these regions, where the 

researcher faced uncertainties in fully understanding certain expressions. However, the researcher 

managed these situations by seeking confirmation and clarification from the participants, ensuring 

a clear understanding of the points being said.  

In the North and South regions, uncomfortable situations arose when the participants became 

critical and angry about females that did not cover their faces with the hijab, blaming the Kingdom 
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for encouraging women to be more liberal. This made things awkward for the researcher who did 

not wear the hijab and made it hard for her to respond; however, she tried to shift the focus firmly 

on the research questions. This situation aligns with the research findings, indicating that the North 

and South regions are more socially conservative compared to the more heavily researched 

business areas. Additionally, this supports the researcher's choice of qualitative research, 

recognizing that not all Saudi Arabian women have the same perspectives. 

The challenges of qualitative research extend beyond methodological considerations to the 

emotional difficulties that might be faced by the researcher. The well-being of inexperienced 

researchers involved in emotionally challenging studies is a major worry for educators (Kumar 

and Cavallaro, 2017;  Kabir, 2022).  The researcher's well-being is in jeopardy when their past or 

present experiences align closely with those of the participants, as noted by Johnson (2009). At 

present, there is a greater emphasis on ensuring the physical safety of researchers, with less 

attention directed towards the researcher’s mental, emotional, and psychological well-being. 

(Kumar and Cavallaro, 2017; Kabir, 2022) In this instance, the researcher struggles with the 

process of listening to and empathizing with the stories of the women interviewed. As some women 

conveyed acceptance of men's authority, while others expressed anger and vulnerability in the face 

of patriarchy, the researcher found herself experiencing a complex blend of emotions, including 

both anger and sadness. This emotional reaction went beyond the scope of female entrepreneurs, 

highlighting a broader issue for all Saudi women.  The challenges encountered by the researcher 

extended beyond the fieldwork, persisting through the phases of transcription, translation, coding, 

and data analysis. Throughout these stages, the researcher vividly recalled the participants' faces 

and emotions, leading to a nuanced involvement with their experiences that left her emotionally 

vulnerable. This aligns with the experiences detailed by Kabir (2022) in the context of conducting 

research with vulnerable and disempowered participants in a developing country. To address these 

emotions and maintain emotional well-being, the researcher adopted a valuable strategy of 

discussing these feelings with colleagues and friends, particularly those who were also pursuing 

Ph.D. research in Saudi Arabia. Additionally, the researcher received valuable assistance from the 

university, which encompassed consistent communication with the supervisory team. The support 

extended to therapeutic interventions through student services, proving instrumental in aiding the 

researcher effectively. This unwavering support played a crucial role in keeping the researcher 

focused on her objective: ensuring the authentic and fair representation of these women's stories, 



115 
 

with the hope that this study could contribute meaningfully to their well-being. This practice of 

offloading emotional burdens through dialogue served as a valid technique in qualitative research, 

acknowledging the significance of managing one's emotional responses when engaging with 

interviewees' stories. Reflecting on these experiences through the reflexive diary of the researcher 

reinforced the importance of emotional self-care in the research process.  

4.11.2 Interview Schedule  

The researcher was constantly under pressure to find suitable candidates to interview due to 

cancellations. There were six instances of cancellations, five of which occurred in the Northern 

area. The researcher had to postpone her journey to the Northern region by one week in order to 

locate new participants. The cancellations were due to health concerns, family obligations, and 

out-of-town trips. Another challenge was following up with potential participants who had agreed 

to participate in the research when first contacted but who could subsequently not be reached by 

text or phone to schedule time and place to hold the interview, which was time consuming and 

confusing. A direct refusal to participate in the study would have spared the researcher time and 

effort. Only one female declined to participate with apologies when first contacted. Directly 

refusing to participate in the research goes against the Saudi cultural norm of being helpful and 

polite. Another difficulty with the interview schedule was that most participants chose to meet 

quite late in the evening, at around 8-10 PM, which is considered normal in Saudi culture but was 

inconvenient for the researcher due to family commitments. Considering that the researcher lived 

abroad for more than 13 years, she considered these late meetings difficult but still tried to be as 

flexible as she could to get the data collection done. The researcher overcame this difficulty with 

the help and support of her family, who live in Saudi Arabia. Another challenge faced by the 

researcher was participants not arriving at the agreed-upon time. This added an additional layer of 

difficulty for the researcher. However, this aspect is reflective of the cultural norms in Saudi 

Arabia.  

4.11.3 Target Sample and Real Sample 

The research aimed to conduct interviews with female entrepreneurs leading enterprises across 

different regions of Saudi Arabia. Despite facing challenges in achieving an equal number of 

interviews from each region due to scheduling difficulties, the researcher provided a concise 
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overview, highlighting the diversity within the study sample. Difficulty in finding participants 

varied across regions, with the central region benefiting from the researcher's strong connections, 

easing the identification of potential participants despite cancellations and refusals. Conversely, 

the South and North regions posed notable challenges in locating suitable participants. Leveraging 

her network, the researcher successfully reached female entrepreneurs in both the North and South 

regions, where participants showed enthusiasm in sharing their experiences. This enthusiasm 

contrasted with relatively lower interest from potential participants in the West and East regions. 

Although the researcher engaged with a substantial number of entrepreneurs in these areas, the 

agreement rate was comparatively lower than in the North and South regions. 

4.11.4 Recording the Interview 

Two participants expressed reservations about recording the interview. In the initial phone call, 

the researcher introduced herself as a PhD student engaged in entrepreneurship research. She 

shows a keen interest in hearing their experiences and understanding the challenges they faced. 

The researcher also mentioned that the interview would be recorded. However, some participants 

felt uneasy about the recording aspect. One participant stated, "My voice is not attractive, and I 

dislike the audio recorder; however, if you promise to erase it afterwards, I will consent to the 

recording." Another participant insisted, "You must guarantee that no men will hear my voice and 

that it will be deleted after you are finished." In response, the researcher empathetically addressed 

their concerns, explaining that the recording was solely for research purposes and would remain 

confidential. She emphasized that only she would have access to the recording, and participants' 

responses would be kept anonymous throughout the study. With these assurances, the participants 

consented to the interview being recorded.   

4.11.5 Cost and Time  

In March 2020, immediately after the completion of the data collection phase, COVID-19 hit 

globally, and lockdown measures were implemented. During this challenging period, the 

researcher was unable to maintain the required working hours and therefore employed a specialist 

to transcribe part of the interviews for the purposes of data analysis. Importantly, this transcription 

service provider signed a confidentiality agreement to ensure the privacy and integrity of the data. 

To respect participants’ sensitivities and protect their anonymity, the researcher ensured that none 
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of the transcribed interviews included participants who had expressed concern or discomfort about 

their voice being heard by anyone other than the researcher. This proved to be quite an expense. 

Time and money constraints proved to be obstacles to the research. One of the disadvantages of 

the interview method in qualitative research is that it requires a significant amount of time to 

schedule interviews, travel between regions to conduct the interviews, and transcribe and translate 

the data, which are steps that are not required by other qualitative research methods. But 

nevertheless, it was important that these attempts were made so that a range of Saudi Arabian 

women’s voices and views were heard.  

4.11.6 Translation and Transcribing  

As the interviews were held in Arabic, translation from Arabic to English and back was required 

for the interview questions, the consent form, the invitation letter, and the quotations used as 

examples to illustrate key points in the finding chapters. All the translations were made by the 

researcher, and a translation professional was recruited to verify the correctness and 

appropriateness of the translated material and also to ensure that the meaning was clear.  

The data was collected in Arabic so translation from Arabic to English was necessary. It should be 

noted that not all of the interview content was translated; instead, the analysis was conducted in 

Arabic, and then illustrative quotes were selectively translated to exemplify key points. The 

processes of transcription and translation are time-consuming. According to Arksey and Knight 

(1999), different researchers estimate a range of transcription times. For instance, Hart (1987) 

estimates that each hour of interview requires four hours to transcribe, while Pidgeon and 

Henwood (1996) estimate between eight to ten hours of transcription for one hour of interview. 

After completing the data collection phase in March 2020, the researcher hired an expert to 

transcribe part of the interviews. The researcher checked all the transcripts for accuracy. Arksey 

and Knight (1999) provide two strategies to use to ensure the highest level of accuracy during the 

transcribing process. First, they suggest reviewing the transcript to verify that it is rational and 

makes sense; this procedure is quick and needs no more steps beyond the correction of evident 

mistakes. The second strategy involves the researcher reading over the transcript while 

concurrently listening to the audio recording of the interview. The researcher followed the second 

approach to check the accuracy and appropriateness of the transcripts and to engage with the data 

and made minor changes to the structure of some passages to improve readability 
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4.12 Data Analysis 

Analysing qualitative data is a critical phase of research, particularly when exploring complex 

social phenomena such as the entrepreneurial journeys of Saudi women. Unlike quantitative data, 

qualitative data is naturally varied and context-dependent, requiring careful interpretation to 

uncover meaning and address the research questions effectively. This study employed thematic 

analysis as the primary method for identifying and interpreting patterns within the data, 

transforming narratives into meaningful insights aligned with the research objectives (Saunders et 

al., 2019). 

4.12.1 Thematic analysis  

Thematic analysis is widely recognized for its flexibility and adaptability, allowing researchers to 

explore the socio-cultural and institutional contexts shaping participants’ experiences (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). It is particularly well-suited for feminist research, as it prioritizes amplifying 

marginalized voices and exploring the intersections of gender, culture, and power (Hesse-Biber, 

2014). This approach enabled the researcher to move beyond surface-level descriptions, 

uncovering deeper insights into how participants construct and interpret their realities. The process 

systematically identified themes across the dataset, linking individual narratives to broader societal 

structures and aligning findings with the theoretical frameworks of intersectionality, feminist 

methodology, and agency. 

The researcher followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework for thematic analysis, 

which included familiarizing with the data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, 

reviewing and refining themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final report. This 

cyclical process allowed the researcher to revisit earlier phases as new patterns emerged, ensuring 

a thorough exploration of the data. Atlas.ti, a qualitative data analysis software, was used to 

systematically manage and analyse the data. It enabled efficient coding, visualization of thematic 

relationships, and frequency analysis, providing a structured framework for organizing and 

interpreting the data. 

The researcher created a secure project in Atlas.ti, protected with a unique password, and uploaded 

all 32 interview transcripts. These were organized into five groups based on geographic locations 
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to facilitate region specific analysis. Line-by-line coding was performed, generating a 

comprehensive coding list (see Appendix 6). Noteworthy passages were documented in a separate 

file for inclusion in the results chapters. Codes were subsequently grouped and interconnected to 

produce thematic codes, reflecting key patterns and insights within the dataset. Atlas.ti's tools for 

thematic mapping and network diagramming were invaluable for visualizing relationships between 

codes and themes, enhancing the systematic organization and presentation of findings. 

To preserve cultural accuracy and avoid misinterpretation, the analysis was conducted in Arabic, 

the language in which the interviews were conducted. This decision ensured that participants’ 

voices and cultural nuances were accurately captured. Field notes and existing literature were 

cross-referenced during the thematic analysis to strengthen contextual relevance and ensure 

alignment with the study’s objectives. Another PhD student reviewed the initial coding list to 

enhance reliability and reduce bias. 

Reflexivity was central to the analysis, aligning with feminist methodologies that emphasize 

acknowledging the researcher’s positionality and its influence on the research process (Hesse-

Biber, 2014; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). The researcher maintained a reflexive journal to document 

thoughts, biases, and evolving insights throughout the analysis. This reflexive approach enhanced 

clarity and trustworthiness, ensuring that the analysis was ethically grounded and participant 

centred.  

Intersectionality provided a critical lens for analysing the data, revealing how overlapping social 

identities, such as gender, class, ethnicity, and geographic location, shaped participants’ 

entrepreneurial experiences (Crenshaw, 1989; Bürkner, 2012). This perspective highlighted the 

unique challenges faced by women in rural regions, such as restricted mobility and limited access 

to resources, compared to their urban counterparts. By incorporating intersectionality into the 

thematic analysis, the researcher ensured that the findings reflected the complexity and diversity 

of participants’ experiences within their socio-cultural contexts. 

Throughout this study, an intersectional approach is used to analyse the varied and complex 

experiences of Saudi women entrepreneurs. By recognizing that gender is not the sole factor 

shaping their entrepreneurial journeys, this research considers how intersecting identities such as 

socioeconomic status, regional background, education, and family expectations combine to create 
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distinct experiences. By applying an intersectional lens throughout the analysis, this study provides 

a deeper understanding of the diverse realities faced by Saudi women entrepreneurs. It moves 

beyond treating "women entrepreneurs" as a homogeneous group, instead recognizing the complex 

ways in which various identities intersect to shape their experiences. This approach not only 

enriches the analysis but also helps to identify specific areas where targeted support and policies 

can be developed to address the unique challenges faced by different groups of women. 

The thematic analysis, guided by feminist methodologies and supported by intersectionality, 

provided a comprehensive and theoretically grounded understanding of the socio-cultural and 

institutional dynamics influencing Saudi women’s entrepreneurial journeys. The integration of 

reflexive practices, ethical considerations, and systematic analytical strategies ensured that the 

findings were both credible and meaningful. This approach contributes valuable insights to 

feminist and intersectional scholarship, offering a detailed understanding of the lived realities of 

Saudi women entrepreneurs. 

4.13 Research Ethics 

It is essential that any researcher considers the full ethical implications of their research design and 

collecting, analysing or reporting any data when conducting their research. The researcher 

followed the University of East Anglia’s (UEA) ethics procedures and regulations and ensured 

compliance with data protection legislation. The researcher undertook research ethics training 

prior to embarking on the data collection for the study. All research projects have ethical issues 

regarding volunteering, participants, and the right of the participants to withdraw (Saunders et al., 

2019). All these significant ethical considerations were adhered to throughout the research process. 

The ethical principles were applied to protect the researcher’s rights and those of their participants; 

i.e., female entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia. Maintaining confidentiality was a fundamental ethical 

principle in this study. All participant information was securely stored and kept strictly 

confidential, ensuring it was not disclosed to any unauthorized individuals. The data were used for 

the research purpose specified and will follow the data retention policy guidelines and rules 

regarding how long data, including recordings or other information, will be stored or retained 

before it is permanently deleted or disposed of. It is ensuring that the data only kept for the 

necessary duration. The participants were anonymised so that they could not be recognised under 

https://www.uea.ac.uk/education/research/research-ethics
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any circumstances. At the outset of this study, all the participants were informed about the purpose 

and the processes of the interview, such as the use of digital recording, and assured of anonymity 

and confidentiality. Permission was obtained from the participants to digitally record the interview. 

In addition, the researcher did not force any female entrepreneur to participate in this study and all 

the interviewees were willing participants. Moreover, the researcher observed the interviewees’ 

right to stop the interview at any time and withdraw from the study.   

 

In this study, the researcher was acutely aware of ethical concerns that may have an impact on 

either the research process or its results (Saunders et al., 2019). As this study involved interaction 

between the researcher and the research participants, it necessitated the consideration of numerous 

ethical aspects. Maintaining integrity and objectivity as a researcher is crucial, particularly in 

qualitative research where establishing a connection with participants can introduce a subjective 

element, which is also important. According to a feminist social approach, while it's not possible 

to completely remove the influence of gender (since everyone has one), women can become more 

conscious of any biases by engaging in self-reflection, being aware of how a gender might shape 

perceptions and interactions. This self-awareness around subjectivity is important in this research 

along with recognizing the significance of upholding integrity throughout the study, the researcher 

had to handle the collected data impartially, ensuring it accurately represented the stories shared 

by women. The researcher approached the study with honesty, making diligent efforts to preserve 

the truthfulness and authenticity of the entire report, with misappropriation of data. In addition, 

respecting the participants and protection against harm were paramount in this study. The 

researcher prioritized creating trust and maintaining respect with all participants, ensuring their 

dignity was upheld throughout the research process. To safeguard against harm, the researcher 

took great care to avoid causing any negative consequences, including humiliation, tension, 

discomfort, or any personal remarks on societal standards. Confidentiality and privacy were 

diligently upheld, emphasizing the importance of protecting the personal data of the study 

participants. From data collection to analysis, the researcher ensured data anonymity and refrained 

from sharing any sensitive information. In terms of consent, prior to conducting interviews, the 

participants were fully informed, granting them the knowledge and right to make their own 

participation choices. The researcher obtained explicit permission from all 32 participants, as 
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detailed in Appendix 1. Anonymity was a key focus throughout the study, aiming to shield 

individuals and organizations from potential harm associated with revealing their identities or 

involvement in the research. Moreover, voluntary participation was emphasized, highlighting that 

interviewees willingly took part in the research study and retained the right to withdraw at any 

stage if they were uncomfortable answering certain questions. 

 

4.14 Conclusion  

This chapter has presented a detailed account of the methodological framework employed to 

address the research questions, highlighting the rationale for selecting a qualitative approach to 

achieve a deeper, context-sensitive understanding of Saudi female entrepreneurs' experiences. The 

chapter articulates the alignment between the study's research objectives, its interpretivist 

epistemological stance, and the feminist methodological approach, emphasizing their collective 

contribution to uncovering the complexities of women's entrepreneurial journeys in Saudi Arabia. 

The qualitative exploratory design was justified for its ability to capture the complex interplay of 

cultural, social, and institutional factors shaping participants' realities. Grounded in feminist 

theory, intersectionality, and the concept of agency, the methodology emphasizes the lived 

experiences of women, amplifying their voices in a context where they have traditionally been 

underrepresented in entrepreneurial research. These philosophical foundations guided the selection 

of semi-structured, face-to-face interviews as the primary data collection method, enabling 

participants to share their narratives in a flexible and participant-centred manner. 

Data collection was conducted with thoroughness and cultural sensitivity, involving 32 semi-

structured interviews with women entrepreneurs across all five regions of Saudi Arabia: 12 in the 

Central region, 3 in the West, 3 in the East, 7 in the North, and 8 in the South. This regional 

distribution was purposeful and aligned with the study’s aim to capture a range of experiences 

shaped by geographical, cultural, and institutional differences. While the number of participants 

varied between regions, due to factors such as accessibility, local gatekeepers, and willingness to 

participate, the sample still reflects a broad cross-section of entrepreneurial women. Even regions 

with fewer participants revealed meaningful insights into localised constraints, community 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/17woODyiyrqmq8v4J-Zg5kvq4hFwqDaRVKctXeRPVy1I/edit#bookmark=id.98751rwilg4s
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expectations, and modes of agency. Participants were recruited through a combination of snowball 

sampling, professional networks, and entrepreneurship support organisations, ensuring a diversity 

of ages, business types, and family backgrounds. All interviews were conducted in Arabic and 

transcribed word for word to preserve linguistic and cultural nuance. Atlas.ti qualitative analysis 

software facilitated a systematic and transparent thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke’s 

(2006) six-phase framework. This approach enabled the researcher to identify and interpret 

patterns across narratives, linking individual experiences to broader socio-cultural and institutional 

dynamics. 

The chapter also addresses the challenges encountered during the research process, such as 

navigating regional differences, building rapport with participants, and addressing sensitive topics 

like harassment and familial dynamics. Reflexivity played a central role in managing these 

challenges, with the researcher maintaining a reflexive journal to document thoughts, and evolving 

interpretations. This commitment to reflexivity aligns with feminist methodologies' emphasis on 

ethical and participant-centred research practices. 

Ethical considerations were paramount throughout the study, with measures taken to protect 

participants' privacy and confidentiality. The use of member checking and careful anonymization 

of data ensured that participants' voices were accurately and respectfully represented. These 

practices highlight the study's dedication to upholding the ethical principles central to feminist and 

intersectional research. 

In conclusion, this chapter has demonstrated the coherence of the methodological approach, 

illustrating how the chosen framework effectively supports the exploration of Saudi women’s 

entrepreneurial experiences. By integrating feminist and intersectional perspectives, the study not 

only sheds light on the challenges and motivations of Saudi female entrepreneurs but also 

contributes to a more inclusive understanding of entrepreneurship within its unique cultural and 

regional contexts. The next chapter will dive into the findings, offering a detailed analysis and 

interpretation of the data collected through this methodological framework. 
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Table 4.1: Interviews Summary 
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Chapter 5: Factors Influencing Female’s Motivations to 
Become Entrepreneurs 

5.1 Introductions 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the findings of this study in relation to the research 

questions through data collected from thirty-two female business owners. All the details for the 

participant’s characteristics are provided in Table 3.1. The aim of the first research question was 

to explore the key motivations of Saudi female business owners, and whether it was push or pull 

factors or both or other factors which motivated them to pursue business or entrepreneurship. To 

achieve an inclusive understanding of entrepreneurs’ motivation, we must consider the context 

within which they reside; in particular, the regulations, social norms, culture and family norms to 

which they must conform. The factors found to motivate Saudi female entrepreneurs to start their 

own businesses varied. Chief motivations could be classified under: participant’s identity, family, 

culture, and changes in regulations.   

5.2 Female Entrepreneurs’ Identity 
This theme relates to how a female's identity plays an important factor when identifying female 

motivation to become an entrepreneur. Scholars have argued that an individual's identity is a 

crucial aspect when identifying opportunity, possession of previous information within the 

entrepreneurial process (Fauchart and Gruber, 2011). Based on collected data, achievement of 

one’s personal goals, and a passion to succeed are key in the participants’ decision to start their 

own businesses. Some expressed a need to be successful, simply to prove to themselves that they 

could be. For example, Huda stated that: 

" It was something that I have always wanted to achieve, not for financial reasons. As I 

told you, I have had a job ever since I was 17 years old. I had my own salary, and my 

husband is an engineer who gets paid a good salary and that made us financially 

comfortable. We do not have any financial issues at all, but I was motivated by self-

fulfillment reasons. This is how I encourage the females who set up small businesses. I 

always advise them that it is not all about money. You will feel empowered, distinguished 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/17woODyiyrqmq8v4J-Zg5kvq4hFwqDaRVKctXeRPVy1I/edit#bookmark=id.xcpfeiba6p4q
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and recognized by people around you. I am not talking here about money as much as about 

self-actualization. Even if you lose or feel drained in the beginning, be resilient and try to 

achieve your goal.” (Huda, South) 

From Huda’s quote we can see that feelings regarding being successful and being appreciated 

encouraged females to commit to a life of entrepreneurship. The participant interview data 

provided evidence of the above factor throughout; both as a motivation for females to start their 

own businesses and to continue them in the face of challenges. Many females claimed that personal 

satisfaction is crucial, as is the need to do something to realise their potential. Thus, the desire for 

self-actualisation, was a key motivator for females to become entrepreneurs (Sadi & Ghazali, 2010; 

2012; Ahmed, 2011). Some participants mentioned that they were not only motivated by their own 

desire for life-satisfaction and self-efficacy, but also wished to contribute to creating a supportive 

environment to help other females to succeed in their region. As Hanan stated that: 

“I started my business when I moved in here. I was frustrated by the status of women. I 

chose to participate in your research because there is something in common between you 

and me, that is I am a researcher and interested in society more than just being a 

businesswoman. My objective was not purely financially as much as seeking societal 

change and transformation. In other words, the situation women relegated to here in the 

Southern region disturbed me. There is a lack of empowerment, lack of voice and it looks 

like women do not exist.” (Hanan, South)  

Making a positive change in society to help others is a very big driving factor for females to do 

something new and start their own business. This is illustrated by the case of Hanan who started 

her business to improve the situation of other women in the area. Ambitions like changing a 

female's life, providing convenience to their lives would be the kind of driving forces, which pull 

females to think and start their own businesses. Many other participants started their own 

businesses to escape routine working environments that they felt restricted their chances to 

improve. So, they had left well paid jobs in the fields of academia, banking, marketing and training 

to start their own businesses. They were motivated by a desire to be more creative, challenge 

themselves, achieve self-satisfaction, self-development, self-realization, and utilize their energy to 
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truly become the best they can be. The section below provides a cross-section of the answers given 

by participants. Kholod said that: 

  "Let me tell you that I used to dream of being an academic and I was longing to become 

a university lecturer. As soon as I secured a job at the university, I found myself confined 

by the university walls, routines, and monotony. Nothing was innovative or creative. I hate 

routine so much. I have a habit of making things work and after I get the job done, I move 

on to start something new. I realised that working as an academic does not fulfil my dream 

because of its bureaucracy and monotony and thus I decided to start my own business and 

quit my university job.” (Kholod, Centre)   

Atheer also observed that: 

“I was employed for 8 years; I didn’t find myself in the job I was doing. Even though I used 

to meet the target, I felt like I was not making any personal progress or achieving growth. 

It felt like being caught in a vicious circle. You see, when you work in a company, you 

follow the orders, meet your obligations and continue on that basis. At the end of the year, 

you complete all transactions and that is it. As a person, I hardly benefited anything and 

thus I had to resign suddenly. I let them know that I didn’t benefit anything from working 

there and I would rather do something I love and grow year after year.” (Atheer, West) 

Kholod didn’t like doing the same thing every day, so really wanted to do something new. The 

creativity and doing something new seemed to be the driving force for her to start her business. 

Also, Atheer emphasized that doing something that she could learn and improved from is the main 

source of motivation for her to start her business.   

Some mentioned their chosen field as a motivation, stating that it generated ideas in their minds. 

Latifa observed that: 

"I quit my job and stayed home to practice recycling as a hobby in my house. Anyone 

entering my house then would sense that I loved recycling. I never thought that it would 

become a business. I once found a neglected car number plate in the garage of some 

relatives which I liked and used as a bag. While visiting a local handicrafts exhibition, I 

was asked about that handmade bag and I said I made it. It was suggested to me to think 
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about starting a recycling business. I didn’t know how to start a business back then as I 

belong to a consumerist society who throw out old stuff and buy new ones all the time. We 

did not have a waste recycling culture. So, I took on the challenge and as I already had the 

materials, it only took me 20 days to get ready and open my first booth in 2008. It was a 

huge success.” (Latifa, Centre) 

The above quote clarifies that the participant had commenced a life of entrepreneurship because 

she identified with or had been presented with an opportunity to make a difference in her chosen 

field. This was also true of another participant, Lama from the central region who has a beauty 

salon. 

Some of the participants stated that the rate of pay for the available jobs does not align with their 

expectations based on their qualifications, and that this pushed them to start their own enterprise. 

Tala stated that: 

“To be honest, I do not want to be employed by a private kindergarten. The salary scheme 

here is not worth it at all, RS 1500-2000 a month. A competent teacher would make RS 

2000 a month. I thought I would rather save my energy for myself, not for others. I told 

myself why would I build a name for someone else, and not build a name for myself? This 

was my idea in a nutshell.” (Tala, North) 

Waad also observed that: 

“I believe that it is not worth it to work on a job for a monthly salary of RS 3000 when you 

fully know that you have abilities and capabilities to make more than that amount. Such 

low paid jobs will only waste your time and waste yourself without achieving anything. I 

used to always think so much about the future, far beyond the daily expenses. I was thinking 

about securing a long-term source of income.” (Waad, North) 

As outlined in the above quotations above, difficulty finding a good job was a strong motive stated 

by many of the participants. It is apparent that the way females see themselves impacts their beliefs 

about what they consider a good job. Generally, the jobs participants mentioned were in the 

educational sector. 
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5.2.1 Seeking Autonomy 

Female entrepreneurs cited the desire for autonomy as a major motivation for them. Men in Saudi 

Arabia must take care of their wife and children by providing all their needs of food, drink, clothing 

and accommodation, depending on their financial ability. Saudi society builds on the idea that men 

provide, and women obey. Therefore, most participants pushed to be financially independent to 

feel safe, strong, and not financially controlled by their guardians. Asma stated that: 

"Frankly speaking, although I loved this field and loved making money, financial 

independence or autonomy was my first and foremost goal. Even at university days, when 

my monthly stipend was nothing compared to my expenses, I realized my autonomy and 

did not use to ask anyone for anything. In fact, I found it embarrassing to ask my father for 

money. Thus, the first motive behind opening my own business was autonomy and financial 

independence. Naturally, I am not a negative person and I do not like to focus on the 

negative aspects of society. However, males who constitute a large segment of society think 

that if they spend money on you, in return, they expect you to obey whatever they say, no 

matter what. This is annoying, let's say for 90% of women here in society and for me 

personally. These men think that because they support you financially, they can turn you 

into a slave. The things that they control, I mean simple things, sometimes they reach a 

degree of control, preventing women from their most basic rights. I don't want this to 

happen for me.” (Asma, North)  

Social independence is a huge driving force for many females to start their businesses. Women 

want to be independent and do not want to be supervised for things that are personal or private to 

them. Being dependent could also mean that their basic rights might also be compromised, which 

would not be acceptable to an independent individual. These rights encompass the ability to work, 

access healthcare, pursue education, travel freely, and enjoy unrestricted mobility. 

 In Asma’s case, she states that for her being financially independent is vital in a patriarchal society 

and this pushed her to start her own enterprise. 

Some other participants also believed that having their own business would increase their income 

and enable them to get financial satisfaction as well as diversifying their sources of income. Others 

seemed to be motivated by necessity. Some of the main drivers here were their family’s financial 
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difficulties, a need to contribute towards household income, price increases, living costs, being a 

single mother, and the desire to give their children a good education and decent life. Sumayh stated 

that:    

“I am a private school teacher. As you know salaries in the independent school sector are 

not at all high. Life took new turns, the cost of living became high, and the demands of life 

have increased. I am married and have 3 children. So, with the rise in cost of living, I had 

to think of a gig job and find another income stream beside my basic salary which does not 

cover the expenses. Even though my husband is employed we struggle to make ends meet 

because we must pay the mortgage and car loan. The situation has become increasingly 

difficult. So, I thought that I had to find a second source of income.” (Sumayh, Central) 

Rowayda also said: 

“The main reason was to increase the income. To be frank, my husband and I faced 

financial difficulties after returning from a studying abroad program. The allowance we 

received from the university was our main source of income. Consequently, I thought that 

my husband’s income could drop at any time. Even though both my husband and I come 

from rich families we did not rely on them to support us financially. I found myself obliged 

to improve my financial skills, especially that I am a talented woman whose expenditures 

would increase comfortably by securing an additional income stream. By doing so, I would 

reduce the financial burden on my husband. The whole purpose was to relieve the pressure 

on my husband and not push him to apply for loans just to make ends meet.” (Rowayda, 

West) 

As discussed earlier, the aim of the first research question was to identify the different sources of 

entrepreneurial motivation driving Saudi females to start their own businesses. The various 

responses received in this regard were positive and mainly indicated pull factors as dominant over 

push factors. Several participants were driven to start their own business out of necessity, while 

the majority were influenced by the different life goals that they wanted to achieve. According to 

Serviere (2010), entrepreneurial behavior is reinforced by various essential motivations inherent 

to the individual, and these motivations are significantly shaped by the sociocultural and contextual 

setting.  The study also states that it should not be assumed that all ventures began under the same 
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circumstances or with the same motivations, whether social, economic, or psychological. Different 

social circumstances and motivations have an influence on the way that an individual perceives 

entrepreneurship. 

5.3 Family Effect 
This theme relates to how family life impacts women’s motivation to become entrepreneurs in 

different regions of Saudi Arabia. Family is a critical factor to consider when studying Saudi 

women’s decisions to become entrepreneurs. Family power dynamics in Saudi Arabia award the 

“husband or father” with the power to permit or deny women’s engagement with an activity. 

Women in Saudi Arabia typically have to adhere to family rules set by men. When referring to 

‘family’, for married women this includes a husband and children, and for single women parents 

and siblings. Family support, trust and belief in the participants played a significant role in their 

ability to start and grow their businesses. 

Some of the participants stated that their husbands play a crucial role in their entrepreneurship 

activity. This includes, giving authority, offering financial and moral support, allowing them to 

travel, and agreeing to the type of business. When husbands give their wives authority and trust 

this is essential support in such a patriarchal society. However, some participants reported that 

their husband's approval came with some conditions, that includes female-only type of business, 

husband not being involved in their business, and having a balance between their work and family 

responsibilities. Nouf stated that:  

" My husband is the most supportive person for me, when it comes to offering moral support.  

He did not put obstacles in my way, nor caused me problems or objects. I know many females 

with ideas better than ours, but they can’t make them work because of their husbands or 

fathers. Sometimes men allow women to start their own businesses and later on cause 

problems which makes women hate their work and stop.” (Nouf, Centre) 

In addition, Layan stated: 

“From the beginning, my husband supported me. Despite everything, he was the shoulder to 

lean on. Even in the first year of the business, when I struggled with financial difficulties and 
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risks, and inability to pay my staff, I used to take money from his salary and pay the wages 

of the workers. So, he was very supportive.” (Layan, South) 

In fact, in Saudi Society, where females are highly dependent on males, the entrepreneurial activity 

is highly influenced by how supportive the males are. As also mentioned by the above participants, 

this is the most critical factor controlling the success of female entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia. The 

majority of the single participants identified their father as the most supportive individual when 

asked who motivated them to become an entrepreneur. Support that was provided included 

authority, trust and financial and moral support. For example, Rana said: 

“My father is so happy for me and very supportive. When I was in college studying 

Business, he promised me that if I graduate, he will give me the capital to start a business, 

and so it happened.  Moreover, my father even purchased the building which hosts the 

children’s centre I launched. His idea was to save me the headache of securing a premise. 

That said, I used to pay him the rent. To be honest, in Saudi Arabia, it is quite difficult to 

invest or run a business unless you are supported by a man.” (Rana, Centre) 

Asma similarly related that: 

“My father used to say that he would unequivocally fund me even if I lost money in a 

business venture. I call this “unequivocal support”. Meanwhile, my mother was a bit 

reserved about this and may hold views that confine women in the traditional gender roles. 

As the ultimate decision was my father’s, I got the green light to go ahead with setting up 

my business.” (Asma, North) 

In fact, it is very clear that in a society like Saudi Arabia male support is very important for women 

to run and start their entrepreneurial activity. Husband or parents support has been considered 

critical by participants for grooming their business ideas. On the other hand, several of the women 

mentioned their mothers as the most supportive person encouraging and believing in them, noting 

they were more understanding and more supportive than the father. For instance, Kadi stated: 

“My mother is the most supportive person. Her support is embodied in “do not hesitate to 

take any work-related decision in your business as long as I am behind you”. This includes 

major steps like signing a contract with other companies and conducting meetings with 
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other parties as the business is growing. She instilled in me the lack of fear of male relatives’ 

views, be it a father’s or a brother’s.” (Kadi, North) 

It is apparent from Kadi’s quote that her mother is closer to her and more supportive than her 

father. Typically, mothers believe in their daughters and can see their potential, in all cases where 

the mother is the most supportive person, the fathers did not object, they just showed less faith in 

their daughter’s ability to succeed.   

In addition, growing up or living with a business owner, mostly father or husbands, encouraged 

some of the participants to start their own business, and enabled them to succeed and navigate and 

overcome many of the problems they face. For instance, Kadi commented:  

“I am more like my father who hates to stay idle or be lazy. He would quit a public service 

job to work as self-employed. I was influenced by my father’s character and did not like to 

stay idle.” (Kadi, North) 

Also, Lena observed: 

“I benefited tremendously from the business owners around me. This included 

conversations opening new horizons, and assistance in disseminating information related 

to support programs. Even at times of crises there are mechanisms for crisis management. 

It is very necessary to have a business owner around you. Frankly speaking, I benefited a 

lot from having them by my side.” (Lena, Centre) 

Others reported that owning a business had been a dream since a young age. Tala started that: 

" Ever since I was little, I dreamed of being like my father and looked up to him. I wanted 

to have my own business like he did, something that I own and make. From an early age, I 

used to accompany my father to his business place and maybe that influenced me deep 

down and made me love owning a business. When I was in the first or second grade, I used 

to go with him, sit in his office and earn 5 or 10 Saudi Rials at the end of the day. I still 

remember it today.” (Tala, North) 

This clearly shows that some females have their own ideals and want to become like them. This 

turns out to be a driving force for some female entrepreneurs to start their own successful business. 
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Some participants were inspired by a close family relative like their father to start their own 

enterprises. In addition, they benefit from business owners around them to overcome and face 

challenges. Therefore, some participants gave the role model factor as a reason besides pull and 

push factors as their entrepreneurial intention of starting their own business. 

One of the factors that helped females to start a business related to support structures which gave 

them the opportunity to attain a balance between work and family life. These included access to 

full time childcare, a housekeeper, a private tutor, and a private driver. All these factors were 

hugely important in allowing participants the time for their work and even motivated them to make 

the decision to start their own businesses. Another beneficial factor was having older children; 

indeed, some participants stated that getting married at a young age meant they have older children 

and so have the time and energy to start their own business, which makes them feel more valuable. 

Older children can also assist with fulfilling some household responsibilities. For example: Maha 

stated:   

I would say managing the house, family and work is nearly impossible to manage without 

external support. External support is needed everywhere; at home I have a domestic 

worker, a tutor for my kids, and a driver. I rely on all those to avoid putting pressure on 

my husband who may get impatient with all these demands. In my business, good 

governance, accountability, and an expeditor who handles the paperwork and transactions 

and follow-up reduce about 80% of the workload I used to do on a daily basis. I outsourced 

all these business aspects. I wanted to be free and comfortable at home so that I can spend 

quality time with my kids away from household chores. When I get home my kid would have 

done all the things they needed to do. I don’t stress out with 5 kids. I would not be a 

businesswoman without having external support.” (Maha. South) 

Many scholars have argued that women spend more time on unpaid work that includes childcare 

and housework than men. This is so inherent in society that none of the participants indicated that 

they receive help from their husbands or fathers with child-care and housework. Therefore, it has 

become increasingly important for mothers to be able to employ full time child-care, housekeepers, 

and drivers (who are often foreigners) to live with them in the same house to achieve balance 

between work and family’s responsibilities. Most of the participants emphasised that hiring a 
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permanent maid is a good way to balance their business needs with family requirements. Maids 

allowed female entrepreneurs the chance to focus on their professional responsibilities. 

Outsourcing household chores can help women entrepreneurs manage their responsibilities. 

However, it doesn't change the overall social context for women entrepreneurs, but it is a strategy 

that successful female entrepreneurs can use. Indeed, some participants mentioned that they have 

to sacrifice one thing to gain something else; i.e. they need to prioritise and sacrifice. 

Some participants were pushed to start their business due to having a difficult social life. The 

participants believe that owning a business offers an escape from a challenging social life that 

leads them to feel remote from the surrounding community and offers a distraction and support 

when wanting to get divorced. Shooq stated that: 

 “I got married when I was about 13 and had my daughter at the age of 14. In the 9th grade 

I decided to drop out of school for a while. After thinking out my ambition and future, I then 

realized that I needed to go back to school to achieve self-fulfillment and did not want to be 

kept. I pursued my education with a great difficulty balancing home and studying and 

eventually graduated with a bachelor’s degree. During my undergraduate studies I used to 

get pregnant, and things were hard to manage because I did not have a maid like many other 

Saudi households do. After graduation, I thought I could easily get a job but that was not the 

case and so I got frustrated. Fifteen years ago, getting a job was very hard and opportunities 

were limited, unlike now. I then thought about working in commerce which I saw as a 

liberating force, given the deteriorating relationship with my husband. So, work represented 

a getaway from domestic problems. My motive was to engage in business to become 

financially independent and have more stamina to deal with problems with my husband, but 

I was wrong. Avoiding my husband was my motivation for success in business. I was afraid 

to leave the relationship thinking about how to survive economically after divorce and I was 

afraid that he may take my children away. Working in business gave me the confidence to 

seek divorce and start a new life, to become resilient and make a good decision about my 

new relationship.” (Shooq, North)  

Being financially independent was essential for Shooq and similar participants to overcome the 

challenges in their lives. She uses entrepreneurship as an escape from difficult situations. Not only 

Shooq, but also Hind, Asma, and Areej in the North region mentioned lack of jobs as another 
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factor, alongside a difficult social life, for entering a life of entrepreneurship. It is clear that 

financial independence is one of the key reasons why some females turn to running their own 

business.  Clearly, some females in the Northern region believe that the pay for the available jobs 

doesn't match their qualifications. This encouraged them to start their own businesses. How these 

individuals view themselves has influenced their choice to become entrepreneurs instead of 

seeking employment. It's important to note that the jobs they talked about were mainly in the 

education sector, which is an environment dominated by women. 

5.4 Culture Effect 
This theme identifies how culture and society impact female entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia. 

Saudi Arabia has been through tremendous regulatory changes in recent years, that include 

alterations to the guardianship system, allowing women to drive, a child custody system and many 

more. The majority of the participants agreed that the extent of these changes have a clear impact 

on the culture of the society and have changed the view that is linked to females’ entrepreneurs in 

Saudi. These changes vary from one region to another. Asma, an entrepreneur in the North region, 

stated that: 

  

“Look, if I talk about society, there is a big big change happening. One cannot imagine 

how huge that change is. If we take for example employment and job opportunities, women 

are now working as cashiers, café waitresses, or retail store assistants. To be honest, this 

societal transformation is very impressive and heart rendering. That said, my family did 

not change, they still hold traditional views about female jobs.” (Asma, North) 

  

Also, Johara said:  

" In the last five years with the current rules that support women, society has started 

accepting females to work, if she has a talent, she can start her own business. No one will 

say anything for her.  I feel society has started to be more supportive. However, I think 

society still doesn't accept the idea of working with men, especially here in the South.” 

(Johara, South)    

Deema stated: 
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“I am no longer being looked at in a certain way. It is normal to see women take up jobs 

anywhere and everyone is minding their business. In the city of Najran, over the last two 

years people became more accepting and supportive, unlike in the past. Things are far 

better now, and I feel that if a woman opens her own business, people will do their best to 

support her.” (Deema, South)  

The participants very clearly highlighted recent regulations as very supportive for them when 

starting their business activities. These regulations are also giving direction to society and making 

it easier for women and their families to make business decisions. While Saudi Arabia is known 

to have a gender-based culture, recent changes that can benefit female entrepreneurs include, 

having permission to work with and meet male clients and suppliers in some regions.  However, 

social change is inconsistently implemented, as social groups vary significantly in how and to what 

degree they are exposed to the areas affected by change (Newman and O'Brien, 1995). Usually, 

there is a time gap between making new laws and regulations and the actual shift in society's 

customs and behaviour, as described by Goffman (1959). This is evident in Asma's situation where 

her family adheres to traditional job roles for women and opposes her working in different jobs. 

Furthermore, Asma still respects her family's preferences when considering job opportunities, even 

though she is legally free to choose any job without needing her father's approval. 

Additionally, growing acceptance of women as entrepreneurs, and even in male dominated 

business domains, have been big motivators for some of the participants when deciding to start 

their own business. Waad stated: 

" Some men do not mind their daughters working in a mixed workplace with men, but 

they find it difficult to confront society with that. Not the case with my father. Nowadays, 

I see a lot of men on various social media outlets, especially on Twitter expressing how 

proud they are of their daughters. They talk about their daughter in a proud way. Things 

are changing now.” (Waad, North) 

Malak also said: 

“Previously around 2010 and 2011, women used to visit my office surreptitiously and ask 

for a feasibility study without letting their male guardians know. Women used to run their 
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businesses discretely because they fully knew that their men would not approve of that. 

Now, consultation sessions are attended by the whole family. It is impressive to see the 

potential female business owner comes to my sessions with her father, brother, son, and 

daughters expressing their interest in setting up a business and discussing the project and 

roles of each one. We are witnessing a cultural change here.” (Malak, Centre) 

  

These quotations emphasise the ongoing change in Saudi society. This change will take time to 

embed in the different regions in Saudi Arabia. These rapid transitions are empowering women in 

many fields, but the pace of change varies regionally.  With the positive regulations introduced by 

the Saudi Government supporting women work rights, Saudi society is now more supportive of, 

and even eulogizes female entrepreneurs. This clearly indicates that even in the past many families 

may have wanted their daughters to work, but just could not encourage them due to trends in 

society. However, now with government support for new regulations, these scenarios have 

completely changed, and opportunities for female entrepreneurs are increasing. Furthermore, there 

has been a significant trend towards women becoming entrepreneurs and starting local businesses, 

and this is more widely appreciated than ever before. In regards Sumayh stated: 

“Our society now looks differently at female entrepreneurs. Such women are now looked 

at as classy and educated. If you have a business you are regarded as someone affluent, 

unlike in the past when women engaged in business were seen as though their husbands 

were going through financial hardship. Successful or not, now if a woman has a business, 

she is considered by society as ambitious, strong, autonomous and a member of the wealthy 

class. People appreciate your resilience and determination to pursue your passion to build 

a brighter future and not just give up and stick to traditional gender roles.” (Sumayh, 

Centre) 

Also, Kadi observed that: 

Facilities and regulations have developed in addition to the increased awareness that 

young people have about not waiting for a public service job and instead setting up their 

own business. For example, almost no one knew about “Riyadah” in the past. But now it 

has become popular to many young people who plan to contact them immediately after 
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graduation. People started to emulate each other when it comes to business projects and 

there are so many small business projects in our city. This has become the common culture 

now. There is more training and workshops about how to set up your own business 

organised by schools, chambers of commerce.” (Kadi, North) 

"Riyadah" is a self-sufficient, non-profit organization formed by the Ministry of Energy and the 

Technical and Vocational Training Corporation, originally named the National Entrepreneurship 

Institute.  

Arwa reported: 

“You would be surprised by the boom happening now, women now are like a popcorn 

machine, opening their businesses, but will they succeed or not!? This is not right and that 

is not how progress should be. I have seen many young people overstretching their business 

limits and wondered if they were going to make it. It is sad to see them fail after exhausting 

their time and resources just to become entrepreneurs. In the past, people used to go to 

school and work at the same time in order to eventually secure public service jobs as they 

were seen as a stable source of employment. The current trend in the country now is leaning 

toward entrepreneurship. This is not quite right, and they should not instil this culture in 

the new generation. Entrepreneurship has specific requirements to meet.” (Arwa, Centre) 

The current trend of entrepreneurship is providing encouragement to many young female 

entrepreneurs, who are riding the wave of this societal shift. Society is also preferring and 

supporting local businesses more than ever before. These factors play a big role in motivating 

females to be entrepreneurs. 

Arwa's quote expresses a view on the wave of women entrepreneurs, likening it to a rapid "popcorn 

machine" boom. While acknowledging this entrepreneurial wave, Arwa questions the likelihood 

of success and critiques the current societal shift favouring entrepreneurship over traditional paths. 

There's a sense of dissatisfaction with the pace of progress and a nostalgic reflection on past 

practices, where individuals pursued education and stable public service jobs simultaneously.  She 

argues against instilling an entrepreneurial culture in the new generation, suggesting that 

entrepreneurship has specific requirements and may not be universally suitable. Overall, there's a 



149 
 

concern about the sustainability and success of the current trend, urging a more measured approach 

to societal and economic progress. 

Some of the participants confirmed that belonging to a specific tribe or having a particular family’s 

name could assist them in their business dealings. This includes access to some governmental 

services, customer trust and increased sales and options for marketing the business. Belonging to 

some tribes could give women some advantages. Atheer stated: 

“To be honest, my family name helped me when I rented the store, because my business is 

new, it was hard to sign a lease. However, I come from a well-known business family which 

helped me to get the lease. It also gives me access to pay on credit with many suppliers.” 

(Atheer, West)  

Arwa commented: 

“Family reputation matters in business even now. People still rely on their surnames to 

get access, and anyone who say the otherwise is either not living with us or does not want 

to admit that, or probably apprehensive to say so.” (Arwa, Centre) 

Asma also observed: 

“For me saying that while I don’t like it, it is discrimination although I personally benefit 

from it. When I say my family name in the government department, they say oh you are a 

well-known family, then I get the best service. They talked about my family’s achievements. 

I really don’t care, I present myself, why are you referring my family achievements to me? 

even some customers when they know my family name, they say we will consider you 

forever.  It is there, discrimination is still there, and it is a lot, in a way you can’t imagine 

Bushra. It is wrong. I hate this thing; I hate it a lot.” (Asma, North)  

The remarks by Atheer, Arwa, and Asma shed light on the remaining significance of family 

reputation within the business landscape of Saudi society. This dependence on family surnames to 

gain access to various opportunities is reflective of a broader societal norm in the region. In Saudi 

society, belonging to a specific family or tribe often serves as a valuable source of support and 

facilitates access to various forms of business assistance. Entrepreneurs frequently leverage these 
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family connections strategically to ease their way into the business world, as it can offer a 

competitive advantage. However, as Asma observes, this practice can also conform to a form of 

discrimination. While some female entrepreneurs openly embrace their family name and use them 

to their advantage, others aspire to establish their own identity. 

5.5 Change in Regulations 
All the participants strongly agreed that the recent change in regulations supporting the rights of 

women in the Kingdom, including the rights of women to drive, vote, pursue education abroad, to 

the guardianship system, and the right to run as candidates in local elections, have strongly and 

positively impacted their lives and their businesses. All the participants confirmed that these 

changes make them feel stronger, more confident, and secure when conducting business. The 

changes have also made some business processes easier, as they can meet and work with men and 

visit government departments. In this regard Laila said: 

“Women become more empowered. The new regulation is 100 % on her side. People become 

more polite, ………. do you remember before how men were harassing? How are they don’t 

afraid of anything? Now they are afraid. I became stronger than before, I mean before I was 

afraid of what to say to him, now my situation is stronger than his and I know what to do.” 

(Laila, West)  

Waad explained: 

“Frankly, these laws have given us strength. I mean, in terms of male domination, this made 

men fear a little. Honestly, it made them afraid. I can travel, drive, I can go anywhere now. 

It is a really good law serving such a society here. I did not use any of these rights yet, but 

as long as it is there, I don’t know how to say it, it makes men don’t cross lines, they are 

afraid and not so dominant.” (Waad, North) 

As Sumayh stated: 

“Nowadays, society does not make a big deal when it comes to men and women discussing 

business or engaging in negotiation. It has become normal to see three women talking to 

three men in a company or a business setting. In the past such behaviour was disgraceful 
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and resented, and a woman was expected to have a male guardian by her side. I'm sure that 

vision 2030 has clearly stated that we are transitioning from extremism to moderation. 

People, in general, look up to their kings. Vision 2030 heralded change and transformation 

in society.” (Sumayh, Centre)  

Lulu also noted: 

 “It is something extraordinary and beyond amazing. it makes me happy, not only that I can 

drive, but I enter the government departments, before they used to dismiss me. Now I enter 

with the respect everyone respects me. This is what I always dreamed would happen, and it 

happens fast. This 2030 vision has changed people’s character. Wherever you go, everyone 

will respect you. This vision gives women respect. King Abdullah started it but there was 

fear of culture and norms, but King Salman applied it strongly without fear. Now women 

enter the business more. Now, women nominate themselves to the Chamber of Commerce. 

Do you imagine our situation fifty years ago, now we can nominate and do everything. I have 

no hesitation that the past two years have pulled out women at the right time.” (Lulu, Centre)    

These quotations illustrate the positive impact of the recent changes in regulations on the 

participants’ personal lives and their own business endeavours.  Lulu’s statement describes the 

change as it pulled women out from their previous conditions with segregation, guardian systems, 

and mobility and the right to travel and drive.  All the participants emphasised that Saudi females 

feel more confident when pursuing their business objectives, and when working with men. This 

enhances respect from the opposite gender, and acceptance from society and the government with 

regard to women meeting men in both public and private places and teaches women how to act if 

facing harassment from men. Nevertheless, as previously mentioned, it is crucial to take into 

account the local perceptions of these changes in different regions. For instance, Lulu, in the 

Eastern region, holds a positive view of the changes and affirms that she has personally gained 

from them. Conversely, in Asma's situation, from the Northern region, the strict adherence to 

cultural norms within her family has limited the extent of her benefits from these transformations.  

Additionally, Waad, in the Northern region, has also expressed that she personally didn't enjoy 

much benefit from the new changes, further highlighting the diversity of experiences and opinions 

regarding these societal shifts. 
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The participants' interviews indicate that the new regulations, especially with Vision 2030, have 

brought tremendous changes in the society, making it easier than before for women to work or to 

start their own business. This is something that gives encouragement for women to start their own 

businesses. The participants agreed that the process of starting and registering their business has 

become easier than it was previously due to increasing utilisation of online systems. They no longer 

have to leave their home to get a business license, which is very convenient for most participants. 

Hessa stated: 

“Even though all government departments were open, I submitted all the applications and 

did 90% of the paperwork online. I did not have to go to any government department.” 

(Hessa, South) 

Atheer also acknowledged: 

“Any woman can now obtain a business registration under her name. Women were 

required to have an agent in the past. Now, any woman can apply online for a business 

registration from the comfort of her house, pay the fees and get her business registered.” 

(Atheer, West) 

 

Sarah noted: 

“When I started to do business, I had to pull myself up by my bootstraps. Regulations were 

difficult and I worked even triple times harder than men to get to what I am in now. I started 

from very difficult circumstances and now things became easier and more official. As 

everything is online things are good. In the past, I did not rely on expediter services and 

used to follow everything by myself. I get comfortable now when everything can be 

electronically done.” (Sarah, Centre) 

Participants emphasized that the tremendous developments in the electronic media, especially 

supported by the Government, has made it easier for them to get business licenses, get online 

training and accomplish different business activities without even going physically to different 

offices. This is something which makes it easier for women to support their business activities. 
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Some of the participants further highlighted that the changes have impacted their guardian’s 

attitude favourably, especially in terms of willingness to grant them permission to start their 

business. The changes allow men’s wives and daughters to be released from their traditional roles 

as wives and mothers. The participants also believe that because of the changes in regulations their 

guardians are more afraid of losing their wives or daughters if they refuse, especially if being 

restrictive on matters that the government actively supports women with. On this topic Johara said:            

“I have seen the effects of these laws on my husband who was so strict and did not allow 

me to travel abroad. Now, I can talk to him about attending a training in Turkey or 

traveling to Italy and he would not object. It is normal now, and it was impossible before. 

He knows fully well that the decision is mine and if I insist on traveling on my own, I could 

file for divorce and he does not have control over me. My husband also has to keep up with 

my three daughters. In such an open-minded environment it is not recommended to be strict 

on our children. Lest they run away from the house. You see how my husband used to be 

strict and would not allow me to get outside the house and now he would not object to 

traveling to Italy.” (Johara, South) 

“He is so scared in fact. When the decision to allow women to drive cars was announced, 

my husband asked me if I would drive a car and he also asked my daughters the same 

question. I told him yes, I will. He did not oppose that nor say anything as he was 

apprehensive.” (Johara, South)  

This participant is describing that the government regulations are making men obliged to give 

women rights to go out. The men’s authority as was previously has been decreased, which is giving 

women more independence to outdoor work activities. Some participants also claimed that they 

have benefited from the government support offered to Saudi entrepreneurs and mentioned 

receiving financial support and training from the Government. Tala stated:   

“My brother got funded by ''Riyadah”. Honestly, from the start I was wondering how to 

obtain funding. I specifically did not want to get funded by or rely on my family. Early on, 

I wanted to be self-dependent. So, as I remembered that my brother got funded by 

“Riyadah” I asked him about the application process, fees, etc. I applied and got accepted. 
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I was later on called for an interview and I was successful and so I received the funding.” 

(Tala, North) 

Kadi also explained: 

 “The application process and other related procedures were quite easy. All you need to do 

is to book an online appointment and wait for an appointment confirmation.  As soon as I 

finished the interview, I got the job. The course took 3 weeks and 2 months later I received 

the funding in instalments. I learned about that from the people who joined before us. The 

program was around for 3 or 4 years, and it was not new. I know the names of the people 

who got funded before me, as we live in a small city where we all know each other. I put in 

mind that whenever I needed funding for my project, I would contact “Riyadah”.” (Kadi, 

North)  

From both quotes the participants emphasized the ease of access to funds and training in 

“Riyadah”. "Riyadah” is an independent, non-profit national organization established by the 

Ministry of Energy and the Technical and Vocational Training Corporation under the name 

(National Entrepreneurship Institute). Clearly this program has had a tremendous impact on female 

entrepreneurs and has been helpful to some participants. Interestingly, from the research sample, 

it was observed that only females in the North regions had received financial support from 

"Riyadah." 

5.6 Differences and Similarities Based on Regions 
Due to the significance of an entrepreneurs’ context, it is crucial when examining Saudi female 

entrepreneurs to shed light on their geographical location. From the data collected it is apparent 

that some of the participants in the Northern and Southern regions consider the payments for 

available jobs do not reflect their qualifications, and this pushed them to start their own business. 

The way participants see themselves has impacted their decision to become an entrepreneur rather 

than taking a job. It is also worth mentioning that the jobs participants spoke about were primarily 

in the educational sector, which is a female only environment. Interestingly, none of the 

participants in the other regions mentioned this push factor as a motivation to start their own 

businesses. On the other hand, some of the participants in the Northern and Southern regions were 
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pushed to start their business as a result of their difficult social life. The participants felt owning a 

business would offer an escape from personal difficulties such as being a single mother, 

unappreciated by the surrounding community, and the desire to get divorced. From the gathered 

data we can see that some families in the North and South regions are conservative. For example, 

getting divorced and working in a mixed gender role are not allowed as in the case of Waad from 

the North region. In these circumstances, lack of family support for individual decisions and a 

difficult social life has pushed participants to start their own businesses and free themselves. 

  

Other participants in the Northern and Southern regions argued that the recent changes in 

regulations have impacted their guardians. They have been more willing to permit them to start 

their businesses. Allowing their wives and daughters to be liberated from their traditional roles as 

wives and mothers. The participants believe that because of the changes in the regulations their 

guardians are more cautious about preventing their wives and daughters from engaging in activities 

approved by the government, such as travelling. As mentioned previously, the Northern and 

Southern regions are more conservative than the other regions. 

Before recent regulatory changes, many women were not permitted to leave their homes for 

employment. Some were restricted to specific job roles, such as teaching, due to gender 

segregation policies. In these roles, women would work exclusively with other females. 

Additionally, some women were not allowed to pursue further education. Most entrepreneurs were 

not, and some still are not, allowed to communicate with men at all. With the recent changes in 

regulations and shift in society their guardians are loosening some of these restrictions, allowing 

females to start their own business, albeit with some conditions on business type. Most of the 

participants focus on businesses targeted at females only, like boutiques, female dress design, 

beauty salons, and nursery care, to ensure their guardians endorsement and support.  

Some of the participants in the Southern region are not only motivated by their own life-

satisfaction and self-efficacy but also by the desire to help other females succeed in their region. 

We can see that living abroad and exploring women’s place in liberal society has motivated female 

entrepreneurs to change the situation for women in the Southern region of Saudi Arabia.      

All the participants in the Northern region claimed that they benefited from the government 

support offered to Saudi entrepreneurs, referring to both financial support and training offered by 
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the Chamber of Commerce. It is the only region in which all the entrepreneurs who participated 

had started their businesses with funding from the government. As mentioned by the participant 

Kadi, the Northern society is known for its strong sense of unity and for people often copying each 

other's ways, especially in how they start and run their businesses. This behaviour, which  was 

described by  participants as  a mimicking society, means that entrepreneurs in the area tend to 

follow the same patterns and methods in their business ventures, which could explain the extension 

of funding to female entrepreneurs. The majority of the participants claimed that the process of 

applying for funding was easy. However, two of the participants agreed that they faced some 

difficulties when applying for funds, due to the type of business specified by the funder. Only 

female entrepreneurs with businesses that target females receive approval and support from the 

government. Interestingly, among the research sample, it was observed that only females in the 

North region had received financial support from “Riyadah”. The majority of the female 

participants in the central, East, and West regions are motivated by pull factors like passion to 

succeed, self-satisfaction a desire to start their business viewed themselves as potential risk takers 

and offer an unusual male- dominated type of business, new to the market type of business, and a 

mixed gender business, such as a consulting and training centre, wellbeing centre, or concept 

stores. Living in less conservative regions and recent regulation changes are important supportive 

factors that have helped females open and run businesses.      

5.7 Summary 

In conclusion, the findings of this study provide valuable insights into the motivations and 

experiences of Saudi female entrepreneurs within the context of their geographical regions. These 

findings underscore the profound impact of location, cultural norms, and regulatory changes on 

the entrepreneurial journey of women in Saudi Arabia. 

  

First, it is evident that Saudi female entrepreneurs in different regions exhibit varying motivations 

for starting their own businesses. While some are driven by the perception that job opportunities 

do not align with their qualifications, particularly in the Northern and Southern regions, others are 

motivated by personal circumstances such as seeking escape from difficult social lives or 

oppressive family dynamics. Moreover, the participants in these regions pointed out that the recent 



157 
 

regulatory changes have influenced their guardians' willingness to permit them to pursue 

entrepreneurial ventures, liberating them from traditional roles. 

  

The Northern and Southern regions, known for their conservatism, have witnessed a shift in 

societal dynamics due to the evolving regulatory landscape. Women who were previously confined 

to specific job roles, such as teaching, due to gender segregation policies, now find opportunities 

to establish businesses aimed at female clients. This approach helps secure their guardians' support 

and approval. 

  

Interestingly, some participants in the Southern region draw inspiration from their experiences 

abroad in more liberal societies, motivating them not only to achieve personal success but also to 

create opportunities for other women in their region. 

  

In contrast, this study finds that in the Northern region the society is characterized not only by its 

cohesiveness but also by a tendency of individuals to emulate each other's behaviours and choices, 

a phenomenon we describe as a mimicking society.  Within this context, the term refers to the 

tendency of entrepreneurs in the region to follow similar paths and approaches, particularly in the 

field of business initiation and development. where all the entrepreneurs in this study received 

government support to initiate their businesses. This funding refers to the region's unique 

sociocultural dynamics and the government's concerted efforts to promote entrepreneurship. 

However, it's worth noting that female entrepreneurs outside the Northern region have had to rely 

more on pull factors, such as passion, self-satisfaction, and the desire to introduce innovative and 

unconventional business concepts to the market. 

 

Ultimately, the research findings illustrate the complex interplay of regional influences, cultural 

norms, and regulatory changes that shape the motivations and experiences of Saudi female 

entrepreneurs. These diverse experiences confirm the significance of understanding the local 

context when examining entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia and highlight the transformative power 

of Vision 2030 in promoting gender equality and female participation in the business landscape. 
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In summary, this chapter has explored the motivations and experiences of Saudi female 

entrepreneurs across regions, emphasizing the role of culture, regulations, and regional dynamics. 

The next chapter will dive into the challenges these women and their families face while running 

businesses in diverse Saudi regions, providing insights into the barriers and opportunities they 

encounter in their entrepreneurial endeavours. 
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Chapter 6: Challenges Faced by Female Entrepreneurs 

6.1 Introduction  

This chapter explores the core findings regarding the specific challenges encountered by Saudi 

female entrepreneurs, addressing the second research question of this thesis: "What are the 

similarities and differences in terms of the challenges that Saudi women entrepreneurs face in 

different regions and industries?" The investigation is anchored in a comprehensive analysis across 

various regions of Saudi Arabia, uncovering the nuanced experiences of these women in their 

entrepreneurial journeys. Central to this chapter is the exploration of three primary themes: family 

dynamics, cultural barriers, and regulatory hurdles. Each of these themes is expounded to 

understand their impact on female entrepreneurship within the distinct context of Saudi Arabia's 

diverse regions. In the context of family dynamics, the study uncovers the intricate challenges 

posed by patriarchal norms and the dynamics of family power, alongside the implications of 

guardianship rules. These aspects vary in intensity and influence across different regions, shedding 

light on how familial structures and expectations can either hinder or support women's 

entrepreneurial ambitions. The cultural landscape presents its own set of challenges. Data reveals 

a notable societal resistance towards female entrepreneurs, particularly when they venture into 

male-dominated sectors. This resistance is compounded by issues of gender segregation and 

stereotyping, which are pervasive across various regions but manifest differently in intensity and 

impact. Additionally, instances of harassment, although not initially a focus point of the research, 

emerged significantly in the data, highlighting an unspoken yet critical challenge faced by these 

entrepreneurs. Regulatory constraints are another crucial factor examined in this chapter. Despite 

progressive regulations aimed at empowering women, unintended consequences have surfaced. 

Programs like the feminization initiative and Saudization regulations, coupled with frequent and 

abrupt changes in the regulatory environment, pose unique challenges. These factors often 

complicate the ability of female entrepreneurs to formulate and execute long-term business 

strategies, with these impacts varying across different regions and industries. By analysing these 

themes, this chapter aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the multi-faceted 

challenges faced by Saudi female entrepreneurs. It highlights not only the commonalities but also 

the distinct differences in their experiences, influenced by regional contexts. The insights gathered 
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are crucial for developing targeted strategies and policies to support and empower female 

entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia. 

6.2 Family Constraints 
 
The observation of a family's role through a gender lens is crucial in order to understand how the 

family impacts women’s decisions when pursuing entrepreneurial opportunities (Al Balushi & 

Baghzouz, 2022). This category relates to the important part the family role plays when identifying 

the obstacles they face when starting and running their own businesses. It should be made clear 

that, in Saudi culture, women are required to follow family rules in a specific way. Family/business 

conflict in this study focuses on cases where the family hinders the woman’s decision to start up 

her own business.  

 

Based on the data obtained, this study found that conflict between family and business interests 

arises with regard to working with the opposite sex, overseas travel and mobility, fear and trust, 

and balancing family and work commitments. 

 

Female entrepreneurs stated that one of the biggest challenges they face is working and meeting 

with the opposite sex. Their guardians do not allow them to have mixed-gender businesses, or to 

work with or talk to men. As Asma observed:  

“Although my father has always been a great support to me, he was and still is the biggest 

obstacle I have. He has put a condition in place whereby my store will be available for 

women only, and I am not permitted to deal with men in any way. I have to engage with 

men due to the nature of my business; if I want to purchase products or request business-

related consultations, only men are available for this in our city. All of this is forbidden by 

my father: he says, ‘I will give you all you want and do whatever you want, but don’t 

contact men in any way, even if it is only a phone call’. This is the reason I wanted to be 

as independent as I could possibly be, this is the most pressure that I have. I’m working, 

not playing; I have to deal with men because women do not work in this sector. All of the 

suppliers are men.” (Asma, North.)  
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Fawzia also observed:  

“My husband used to say, ‘You don’t have to work, I'm not negligent of you. You should 

stay home and take care of our children’. He is against the idea of me having my own 

business. After I fought for it for a long time, he allowed me to do it on two conditions: that 

the store will serve women only, and that I’m not permitted to go to the store all the time. 

I had to hire a female to work there for me. I respect his wishes because I wanted to move 

on and start my own business.” (Fawzia, South.)   

 

Waad stated: 

"My father told me the most important thing is that the shop is for women only, and that 

men are not allowed to enter it. I said, Okay, even though deep down inside I know I don’t 

have to accept his condition; I just go along with his condition so I can continue with my 

business.” (Waad, North.) 

As illustrated in the above quotations, we can see the gender construct and balance of power within 

Saudi families. It shows that men are in control of women, and females dependent on males. 

Obtaining permission from a guardian to start a business is one hurdle that some participants face. 

A husband believes that for a woman to be working is a sign of his failure to provide for her. Also, 

he may fear that it could lead to his wife neglecting the children and the domestic chores. In 

addition, working and meeting with the opposite sex is not allowed by the guardians, which is one 

of the biggest obstacles faced by participants. It impacts on the business process and the type of 

business permitted by the guardians. It is clear that females follow the guardians’ preferences in 

matters concerning both their personal and business lives, which means that women are limited to 

doing business with the same sex. The quotations illustrate these challenges through the example 

of Asma, who navigates these constraints by aligning with her father's rules, such as serving 

exclusively female customers. While her father acts as an intermediary with suppliers, who are 

always men, Asma occasionally bypasses this by directly contacting suppliers, without her father's 

knowledge. This scenario varies among participants; some view these limitations as a significant 

barrier, while others accept them as part of their guardians' rights. The overarching theme is the 

significant influence of male guardians on the personal and professional choices of women, 

shaping the nature and scope of their entrepreneurial ventures. Segregation in education and family 
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life starts at an early age; in the past, it was also sanctioned by society and the law. Despite the 

recent changes in the law and regulations regarding segregation, which allow men and women to 

meet and work in mixed-gender environments, some guardians are still acting in the same way 

they used to, which hinders some female entrepreneurs. Changes in society’s and guardians’ 

attitudes toward segregation may take some time to occur. This is supported by William F. 

Ogburn's concept of cultural lag, which explains that while material culture, such as technology 

and institutions, may evolve quickly, non-material culture, including norms and values, often takes 

longer to adapt (Ogburn, 1957). This disparity can shed light on why stereotypes, which are 

elements of non-material culture, continue to exist even as other parts of society advance. By 

objecting to the idea of a female interacting with a male, families are reinforcing the patriarchy 

that exists in this context. Therefore, these participants purposefully exclude themselves from 

those business activities that have men as clients so as to reduce conflict between their families 

and businesses. Females’ perception of the role of the family might affect the choices they make 

when starting up their own businesses. So, it is fair to say that a women's engagement in certain 

activities is not a reflection of her own real preferences and desires, but those of her family. This 

illustrates the role a family plays in determining the activity of women in general, and 

entrepreneurs in particular.  

When asking participants about their coping strategies, Asma said:  

 "I let my father contact the suppliers, and occasionally I emailed or texted them. I tried to 

avoid talking to men as much as I could, but the situation started to become very difficult. 

If I have an issue that could be sorted out in thirty minutes, it takes two or three days instead. 

Why am I doing this! I should contact the supplier myself. My father is challenging me. At 

first I felt kind of guilty; however, I'm past this feeling now. I will be a rational person and 

think about myself and my business interests without considering my feelings about my 

father. These feelings will not benefit my business. But I will never cross the red line.” 

(Asma, North.) 

 Waad stated:  

“Just lately I’ve changed towards my family, especially my father and brothers. I was harsh 

and strict with them, so they were afraid of me, they were afraid of my responses, so if I was 
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like I was before, they would reject the idea of me having my own business. But I changed 

toward my husband, my parents, and my brothers. Your role is over from this point, from 

now on I will choose what I want. They were silent, they did not want to force me into doing 

something drastic. I left my husband as I was not getting on well with him, but my father and 

brothers got involved and asked me to return to my house, as divorce is not acceptable in 

our family. In the end I went to the court and said I wanted to get divorced, and no one can 

interfere with that. I will take on my responsibility. I will take care of everything, even the 

money. When they noticed my new reactions to how I wanted my life to be, they seemed to 

withdraw from my personal life and let me enjoy a little bit of freedom; I think that way of 

behaving more or less helped with making some of my own decisions that I used to be 

prevented from doing.” (Waad, North.) 

From Asma’s quotation, we can see that she recognizes the need not to follow her father's wishes 

without consulting him about it. Whilst her store still serves women customers only, her strategy 

is to talk to male suppliers and manage her business without her father knowing. However, she 

still cannot expand her business to service both genders because of her father’s restrictions. In 

Waad’s case, she reached a point where she had to stop her father and brother from interfering in 

her life by getting divorced without consulting them, which gave her the strength to start up her 

business. She believed that if she did not take the step of getting divorced, her father would never 

allow her to start her own business. However, her father’s condition was that she should start a 

business that served women only. Under the new regulations regarding the guardianship system, 

women can now do everything without guardian permission. That includes obtaining a business 

licence, accessing health care, enrolling in the education system, living alone without a guardian, 

applying for a job, and solo international travel. This could be an explanation for why Waad’s 

father did not push hard, and allowed her to start her business that serves only women. She has the 

ability to be independent if she chooses to; however, society would still find this unacceptable, 

which is why her father is attempting to prevent such a situation. 

Furthermore, the data shows that family rules are stringent when it comes to women’s international 

travel for business-related activities. In the main, women were asked to travel with a male relative, 

such as a brother, son, husband, or father. As Tala said:  
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“If I want to travel, I only need to figure out who will travel with me; the important thing is 

that a male goes with me if I want to travel overseas to buy products.” (Tala, North.)  

 

The evidence throughout the data was found to be similar to Layan’s claim: 

“Look, the most important thing for my husband and my brothers is that I don’t travel alone; 

travelling alone is considered a calamity. My husband says ‘I trust you, but we need to be 

careful’; also, as I told you, I have two sons in high school who also dismiss the idea of me 

travelling alone, they say one of them should go with me, even though they know I am 

capable. I could not convince them. Travelling inside Saudi Arabia, they just about allow me 

to go to Riyadh by myself since I have a brother who lives there, but travelling internationally 

by myself is absolutely forbidden.” (Layan, South.)  

The above quotations clearly confirm the power and authority of the family over women’s 

international travel. When the interview was conducted, the policy for female travel had just 

changed to women not being subjected to the guardianship system, and they can now travel without 

permission from their guardians (this is now state policy). In the past, male guardians were 

supported by the policy and given the power to forbid women to travel internationally. This also 

clearly shows that women’s travel could possibly reflect gender role expectations. A family’s 

objection to a female's travel could be because it gives women a sense of independence and 

freedom. In the case of Layan, the power shifted from her husband and brother to her sons who 

are in high school. This informs us of men’s control over women. Layan’s sons act like their father 

and uncles, and Layan did not view this as a big problem. Her husband is willing to let her travel;  

by saying ‘we need to be careful’, it makes it socially acceptable. Interestingly, some of the 

participants do not consider objections toward their travelling alone as an obstacle. On 

consideration that, because it used to be a legal requirement, they accepted it from a young age. 

Another factor could be that they are geographically constrained and do not interact with other 

cultures that are more liberal than where they live. The case of Layan not only highlights the 

cultural lag between policy and practice but also the resilience of patriarchal structures within the 

family, despite the legal advancements aimed at empowering women. 
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Despite the legislative advancements in Saudi Arabia granting women the autonomy to travel 

without a male guardian's consent, the deep-seated family authority over women's mobility 

underscores a significant cultural lag, where entrenched gender norms have yet to catch up with 

the progressive state policies. Layan's experience, where familial control over her travel decisions 

has merely shifted hands within the family rather than being eliminated, exemplifies how societal 

values persistently uphold traditional gender roles, even in the face of legal reforms designed to 

foster gender equality. 

 

It is not only travel that posed problems for participants: one mentioned that mobility, especially 

for business-related activities, is another obstacle. Taking the permission from a guardian to drive 

a car is another challenge faced by women. As Areej claims: 

 

“I suffer so much by having a private driver. I want to drive the car so badly, both my husband 

and my father allow me to, but my oldest brother doesn’t. I can’t do anything about it because 

my husband mostly works outside our city, so if something bad happened to me when I was 

driving the police would definitely call my brother when they saw my name. They would know 

that he is my brother as he is very well known here, and I don't want to embarrass him.” 

(Areej, North.)  

 

Again, the above quotation illustrates the family’s power over women's mobility. It is more 

complicated in Areej’s case: her brother, who is not her guardian, is the one affecting her mobility. 

She capitalizes on her brother's reputation to speed up interactions with customs officials. This 

was crucial for her business, as she imported merchandise from Turkey to sell in her store, and 

speeding up the customs process was essential. She stated that: 

 

"In my business, which involves exporting goods from Turkey, I frequently deal with 

customs. I've noticed that my brother's significant position and his well-known name 

greatly assist me in expediting the customs process. When workers at customs hear 

my name, they recognize me as his sister and consequently speed up the processing 

of my shipments." (Areej, North)  
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From Areej's quote, it becomes evident how personal and familial connections can significantly 

influence business efficiency, particularly in the areas of customs and export. Despite the changes 

in legislation, some family members still do not accept women driving. In Areej’s case, her 

brother's position and reputation in the city appear to have bestowed upon him the power and 

authority to prevent his sister from driving the car; it might also explain Areej’s acceptance and 

obedience towards her brother. It is clear that, even though the law has changed and women are 

now allowed to drive, some parts of society are resistant to this change because it may challenge 

their traditional image of gender.  

  

Some participants state that their family fears of losing or getting approval from society was an 

obstacle, along with not trusting females’ decisions to become entrepreneurs. As Malak states: 

“I didn’t tell my family about the business until after I got the business licence; they neither 

objected nor supported me because they did not realize what I was doing. I still had my job 

and my salary, but when I quit my job they started to realize and began arguing with me about 

it. ‘Just stop what you are doing and go back to your job where you have a salary and specific 

working times’ – because I was working day and night, even on the weekends, and still wasn’t 

making any profit. So they fought to make me stop. My father and my sister were the most 

annoyed. My sister used to threaten to lock the door and not let me in the house if I didn’t 

stop and get a job, because I always asked her for money. They started to believe in me and 

support me after I became successful.” (Malak, Centre.)  

Areej also said,  

"My father told me that I would go to prison, I would not succeed, and he would not repay the 

funder. He said it through fear.” (Areej, North.) 

In addition, Maha stated:  

“My parents were afraid, that’s not to say they were against me, but they were afraid of a 

treacherous society. They said as long as you don’t have financial difficulties, you don’t have 

to work. You know, my father offered me money just to stay at home. My parents were afraid 

that someone would hurt me mentally or physically. They used to say, ‘You don’t know people, 
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you have always lived with us and your husband, so you don’t know other people. Not 

everyone is like your parents and your husband, people are different’.” (Maha, South.) 

It is clear that most parents are still trying to protect their daughters by preventing them from 

starting their businesses. Most of their fears relate to possible financial loss, others are because of 

society’s reactions. Some families have issues with trusting their daughters when it comes to 

decision-making. It also emphasizes the power of families over women's choices, which indicates 

that women need to negotiate with their families about their intention to start their businesses, and 

overcome their families’ fears and objections in addition to their own. Most parents who are afraid 

of and object to their daughters starting their businesses have no personal experience of 

entrepreneurship, which could be an explanation for their worries and disapproval.  

One participant mentioned that her husband had a condition that he was not to be involved in her 

business in any way, and when she faced a difficult time managing her business, he convinced her 

to stop and close it down. She believes that, because he is so busy with his job, running her business 

affected her ability to look after her house and her children. Although she didn’t consider it to be 

an obstacle, she believes that her husband did not support her because of his own job. Her statement 

was:  

“From the beginning my husband said, ‘Go and start your business, do whatever you want, 

but do not affect your life/work balance, and do not say anything to me about your work, do 

not involve me in your business’. By the way, he works in an important and sensitive 

government position, so he is always busy. He said he wanted to relax when he came home. 

He really approves of the traditional role for women, being stay-at-home mums. He offered 

me a lot of things, all physical things, money and expensive gifts and trips, in exchange for 

quitting and closing my business.” (Rana, Centre.)  

Many participants mention that one of the obstacles most Saudi females face is that their husbands 

do not want to relinquish control and feel that their wives have more power, which leads to them 

stopping women from pursuing their business interests. In this regard, Tala said:  

"My friends, I know them personally, their husbands were the biggest obstacles they faced in 

running their businesses. You know, one of them, her husband, he said, ‘You should choose 

between me or your business’. So she got divorced. At the beginning he was supportive and 
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said, ‘I will help you’, but after the business succeeded, and he saw his wife's success, he 

became a different man. He does not like it when a female is financially independent, has 

power, or in an important position. He likes it when a woman is weaker than a man. Some 

men are afraid of strong women, women that have power. Some men feel if their wives are 

financially independent, they could abandon them, or they will no longer need them. I have 

two friends who got divorced because of their businesses.” (Tala, North.)  

Also, Latefa stated: 

“You should know that the business was 100% successful, my employees and my customers 

were happy. I closed the store because my husband interfered. He asked me not to do some 

stuff, not to travel, and not to meet some people. One time I was invited by people from 

Amsterdam to assist with building a statue from recycled materials, alongside other people 

from around the world. My husband did not allow me to participate. It was a very good 

opportunity. He doesn't want me to improve and flourish, he wants me to be under his wing. 

He said it loud and clear, ‘I don’t like it when my wife is financially independent. You women 

are all the same. If you are financially independent, you turn against us’. I’m not like that; I 

had a good salary in my previous job, I don’t know why he is annoyed now but not before. 

He did not like my evident success; he did not like it at all. You know, some Western men 

have this problem, and it is the same problem with my husband.” (Latefa, Centre.)  

From what the participants shared, it's clear that some women view starting a business as a way to 

become less dependent on their husbands. But not all want to end their marriages, so they often 

give up their business goals to keep their marriage stable. Men might be used to seeing women in 

their traditional roles or as employees, but not as entrepreneurs. Being successful gives a clear 

signal for financial independence and women’s freedom.  

A major concern for the female business owners was creating a balance between family 

responsibilities and business needs. Those respondents who operated their businesses outside their 

homes found it difficult to keep a balance between the mothering roles, the household 

responsibilities, and the requirements of business. In this regard, Hessah said:  
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“For me, honestly, the obstacle I face is that I’m always so busy, I just don’t have enough 

time. This is the biggest challenge I have now, to be able to balance my personal life, my 

family, my business, and my job. I work at the hospital; you know, our working hours are 

long. I feel I don’t have enough time for my family. For me it is difficult to manage my time.” 

(Hessah, South.)  

Also, Sarah explained:  

"The most challenging thing that I face is my children; their schools and their education. 

I’m not like other mums, I don't have time to visit school and follow up with their teachers. 

I'm not like the other mums, I feel jealous that I can’t give to my kids like other mums do. 

Because I am a mother and my job is to take care of my kids, I always feel I’m not doing it 

the right way, and this makes me feel overwhelmed. I had a time when this feeling hindered 

me doing my business… You know, when I get interviewed as a successful entrepreneur, I 

have always been asked how I balance my business and my family. I would say no one can 

balance and even if they can, it cannot last for a long time. It is very hard.” (Sarah, Centre.)   

Areej stated:  

“I can’t balance between my business and my kids. I feel that it takes me away from my kids, 

I mean I would be sitting with my kids and they’d be talking to me, but I would be busy with 

my phone. It annoys them. They say, ‘Everything is about your business, your business, 

Mama’. Although I do everything they need me to, I feel that there is a barrier between me 

and them, and that barrier is my business.” (Areej, North.) 

"My oldest daughter is 20 years old, and she helps me a lot with caring for my youngest kids 

when I am away. I rely on her. I don’t see myself falling short of my duties as a mother, but 

the problem is whenever I travel and am away from my kids, I feel very stressed. This is my 

problem, which I always think is just me: I feel stressed if I leave my kids.” (Hind, North.)  

The above quotations emphasise that these participants are challenging themselves to reach a 

balance between their families and their businesses. Most of the entrepreneurs in the sample 

referred to the support and the encouragement they received from their families, along with hiring 

maids, as the main factors for achieving a balance between business requirements and family 
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needs. However, some participants feel that, despite the support they receive, they still feel 

unsatisfied, and that these feelings of guilt, stress, and being overwhelmed are considered to be 

challenges for these participants.  Drawing on insights from the Malaysian study (Latip, Rahaman, 

Ayupp, & Lau, 2022), it is evident that entrepreneurs worldwide grapple with similar challenges 

in juggling their business responsibilities and family life. This global pattern underscores the vital 

need for strategies that address role conflicts, thereby enhancing overall satisfaction and well-being 

in both personal and professional realms. 

6.3 Cultural Constraints 
Female entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia face some obstacles that are common in the general context 

of running a business; however, they must also navigate challenges that are unique to conservative 

Saudi culture. Some societal and cultural aspects are considered to hinder the achievements of 

female Saudi entrepreneurs. One of the themes emerging from the data related to how society 

rejects female entrepreneurs when they embark upon ventures in male-dominated sectors. Some 

participants mentioned the negative perceptions they received from customers, peers, and society 

regarding their abilities as business owners, largely because of the type of service or products 

offered by them. For example, Malak stated: 

 

“We don’t serve anybody. We have specific agents represented by limited public sectors so 

that there is not a lot of pressure on us. We did not serve people who did not accept or 

understand me.” (Malak, Centre)  

 

Malak works as a consultant, and this is a role commonly thought of as male. She is aware that 

society may reject a woman carrying out this role, so she initially chose not to serve all of society, 

instead starting with an agent she already knew and limiting her clientele, as a way to avoid social 

rejection and gain trust. When people started to understand her business model and trust her, she 

began to open up her business and serve other customers. Other participants were unable to avoid 

some rejection from society, and started their businesses as a way to try to prove their ability. On 

this issue, Asma commented: 

“I always felt down when dealing with some female customers, as they would make me feel 

that my experience – as a woman – is inadequate compared to that of a man: for example, I 
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had a female client coming in to my shop to have her mobile fixed, and we had a bit of a 

conversation about how she had heard about my business; she said she had been advised by 

her husband not to go to female technicians due to their lack of experience compared to men. 

However, I can now prove to my customers that I have the ability to fix what some men cannot.” 

(Asma, North)  

“The criticism I received was not just from men, but from women as well. And I would rather 

tell them that if you don't trust my abilities – as a businesswoman – then you don't have to 

come to me. From 2017 to 2018 I suffered a lot from the impression some people had about 

my abilities.” (Asma, North)  

Asma owns a phone repair store and was the first female in the region to work in this role. She had 

a difficult time trying to gain customer trust and proving that she is capable. This attitude of societal 

rejection is present among both male and female customers, even though Asma had thought 

women might be more understanding and accept her. Customers would criticise her and suggest 

that her services would be inadequate. However, after two years in the business she succeeded in 

gaining customer trust and respect from both men and women. There remains a requirement for 

society to adjust, to avoid placing obstacles in the way of businesswomen. Until society fully 

commits to such a change, female entrepreneurs will continue to face resistance that they will need 

to employ strategies to overcome. A concern with regard to Saudi culture and society is that women 

are not taken seriously even when they perform well. Despite this, all the participants had 

experienced success and were continuing with their businesses, suggesting their customers 

eventually adapted and accepted them. Ogburn's (1957) idea of cultural lag, helps explain how 

society changes. He noted that technology and institutions (material culture) can change quickly, 

but the way people think and what they value (non-material culture) often change slowly. This 

difference helps us understand why stereotypes, which are part of our beliefs and values, remain 

even when other parts of society are moving forward. 

 

Another barrier to Saudi females is society’s rejection of the idea that they can be entrepreneurs, 

or work in sectors that do not align with the conventional role of females, such as the education 

sector or hair and beauty salons.  
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Latefa said:  

  

“I would say a big part of my problems with my husband – around 70% – was because 

of society. This affected our relationship. In actual fact, my husband is open-minded 

and has lived and studied abroad. Trust was not an issue between us. Suddenly, he 

started to say no to everything concerning me. For a certain segment of our society, 

women were not expected to be autonomous or be in a position of responsibility. For 

example, one of my husband’s friends came into our office and saw me training the 

workers. Later on, he spoke to my husband and asked him why he would allow his wife 

to train the workers. Consequently, my husband did not let me go to the office for fear 

of what people would say. They would tell him ‘She will take over the money, be in 

control of the funds, you will look like a fool’. Women are not supposed to be running 

these things, people would say. However, I still kept going to the office until he banned 

me from meeting people. What added insult to injury is that one of my female friends 

said – referring to me – ‘Why doesn’t this woman stay at home? What a failed wife!’. 

When I got divorced people mocked me, thinking that the divorce was caused by my 

involvement in business and not because of what was taking place.” (Latefa, Centre) 

Layan also stated: 

“I was in charge of the make-up section in my beauty salon and, coming from a tribal 

society, doing this work was a bit challenging. Fifteen years ago, people would say 

‘You come from such-and-such family and as a daughter of high social status people, 

you should never engage in such a profession’. My family did not know about the job 

I was doing as it was extremely socially unacceptable and was relegated to people 

from a lower social status.” (Layan, South)  

Shooq had a similar experience:  

“I used to be ridiculed, scorned, and called crazy by my family, and was told that 

running a business was an impossible thing to do. Back in 2008, it was difficult for a 

woman in our society to open a café. It was only acceptable for women to run a beauty 

salon, but not a café which was considered on a par with corrupting girls.” (Shooq, 

North)  
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Asma also said:  

“Before I started my business, I was asked by some relatives, such as maternal uncles 

and cousins, ‘Why are you interested in taking out loans? Why would you look for 

loss? It is better to find a paid job’.” (Asma, North)  

 The quotations above illustrates society’s reluctance to accept female entrepreneurs. In some 

cases, society fights against women’s independence and women working in a mixed gender 

environment, as in Latefa’s case. Some members of Saudi society are reluctant to relinquish 

established norms whereby men are in charge of financially supporting their dependents, and 

women look after the children and the house. If women want to work, it is expected that they will 

do so in a women-only environment; any different roles are resisted. This is considered an 

insurmountable obstacle for some female Saudi entrepreneurs. Some rejection, as in Layan’s case, 

came about because of the type of business, such as working as a hairdresser or make-up artist, 

even though these businesses are not male-dominated sectors. This kind of work was limited to 

foreign workers only, and was not accepted by Saudi females because of their perceived low social 

status. Some participants had to keep their work secret from their families and other relatives, and 

only recently has society accepted them working in these fields.  

Arguably, because of the changes that Saudi Arabia is going through as it modernises, people have 

started to become more open-minded about different situations. With the aid of social media, 

individuals have begun to compare practices in their localities with those in other regions of Saudi 

Arabia, as well as other countries. Some of the rejection faced by the participants was simply a 

result of choosing an entrepreneurial path in a society that prefers a salaried job, and conceives of 

taking out loans as an unreasonable risk. Furthermore, Saudi society looks unfavourably upon 

women working in roles that do not align with the accepted culture and norms.  

Rejection by society was reported to mostly be limited to criticism and verbal expression of how 

individuals felt about the women’s activities, and did not stop the entrepreneurs in this research 

from pursuing their business interests. However, in Malak’s case the type of business she owned 

prevented her from getting married, because all of her suitors had asked her to quit her business as 

a condition of their marrying her, some even offering her an alternative job. As she said:  
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“When it came to marriage, all the men who proposed to me asked me not to work as they 

knew that the nature of my work required dealing with men. Some offered me a job. This was 

the reason for my refusal to marry. My family and friends think that I am abnormal for not 

giving up my business.” (Malak, Centre) 

Malak faced pressure from her family and society because her business model requires her to work 

in a mixed-gender environment. Refusing to close her business or accept another job to marry put 

Malak under pressure from her family, as they do not understand why she has made this choice. 

This may be because she is not following accepted norms and turning down what they consider to 

be a great opportunity. Marrying young (i.e. in her twenties) was considered important by both 

Malak’s family, as it is by the majority of Saudi society. If women stay single until they are thirty, 

their chances of marrying are perceived to diminish and people pity them. Malak took no notice 

of what other people thought; she wanted to pursue her business interests and be successful. 

Discussing the marriage issue was not easy for her. After one hour of speaking with her, when I 

concluded the interview, I asked her if there was anything she wanted to add. It was at this point 

that she opened up and talked about the marriage issue. She informed me that she had not been 

planning to talk about it since it is a very sensitive subject; however, she considers how society 

views her as a single woman in her thirties to be one of the challenges she faces daily.   

 

6.3.1 Gender Stereotyping  

 
Another major barrier for Saudi females emerging from the data relates to their gender. The 

majority of the participants confirmed the need to have a man carry out some tasks in an efficient 

manner. These mostly concerned suppliers, decorating, and activities related to real estate. Many 

of the participants mentioned difficulties being fully independent when starting up and pursuing 

their businesses. Female entrepreneurs were treated badly and taken advantage of by some 

suppliers, real estate agents, and decorators. All of these individuals were men. As a result the 

participants reported that they asked relatives, usually husbands or fathers, to deal with these 

matters. On this topic, Rana noted:  
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“To be honest, I reckon that it would be very difficult to do well in a business in Saudi Arabia 

unless you are backed by a man. Yes, a man, unfortunately!” (Rana, Centre)  

Tala stated:  

“A male supplier may, for example, deliver defective or inferior goods to a female customer. 

I often see this happening; it requires the presence of a man who will stand up to these 

suppliers and confront them. Suppliers believe that women can be easily deceived, so they 

might receive faulty products or items that don’t sell well.” (Tala, North)  

Maha said:  

“I wanted to purchase land and I spoke with the landowner. I realised that the price was 

inflated and unjustifiably too high. I mentioned this to my father who picked up the phone and 

called the landowner. My father told the man off and thus I got the price reduced by a hundred 

thousand Saudi Rial. Can you believe this! This is just one of many examples where I had to 

rely on my father or husband to receive fair treatment or secure a good deal.” (Maha, South)  

Nouf said:  

“Your business will improve if you have a man with you. The presence of a man in any business 

will increase productivity and consumer confidence. People have more trust in men. I never 

deal financially with people as I completely leave that side of things to my husband. I feel that 

people are inclined to swindle women, but they do not do it to men.” (Nouf, Centre)  

These narratives shed light on the substantial challenges faced by female entrepreneurs in Saudi 

Arabia, revealing a pattern of gender-based discrimination in their interactions with male suppliers, 

real estate agents, and decorators. The narratives of Rana, Tala, Maha, and Nouf underscore a 

deep-seated societal bias, where women in business are frequently perceived as easily deceived, 

leading to unfair treatment such as receiving inferior goods or inflated prices. This discrimination 

forces these women to rely on male relatives for business dealings, undermining their autonomy 

and highlighting a broader cultural norm that undervalues women's capabilities in the business 

sector. These experiences not only hinder the individual success of female entrepreneurs but also 

reflect systemic issues in the business environment, calling for significant societal and cultural 

changes towards gender equality to empower women in business fully. 
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Some participants spoke of negative experiences surrounding their ability to access social capital. 

Another challenge regarding their gender that participants highlight is that most business and 

development opportunities are only available to men. Female entrepreneurs find it difficult to 

access such resources because of social and cultural restrictions. For instance,  

Kholod said:  

“You see, back then there were several real obstacles which stood in the way of women who 

wanted to engage in business activities. Women knew nothing about investment projects or 

business in general. This was because all the business industries were run by men, and to 

this day a woman cannot run a business without having to deal with men. Nearly all the 

business sector is made up of men, all the related connections and projects, too. No women 

are on the scene. This makes it difficult for a woman to go to dinner with a potential male 

business partner with the aim of strengthening business ties. At the same time, it is not 

appropriate for a woman to invite a man for dinner. It is hard to do from both a psychological 

and a religious aspect. Even though society has become more open-minded nowadays, we 

still have our customs and traditions that we cannot ignore. I speak from a personal 

perspective, as I find it extremely difficult to sit laughing and making conversation with men 

at a dinner table. Maybe other women can cross this line. I do not have the inner strength to 

break that taboo and overcome that anxiety. Men are still in control despite the ongoing 

efforts to strengthen female empowerment, which in this respect remains very limited.” 

(Kholod, Centre)  

As the above quotations illustrate, most business opportunities are chiefly available to men only. 

Saudi females usually owned micro and small businesses. Kholod stated that she misses out on 

many business opportunities because she is unable to make connections with businessmen. She 

believes that most opportunities present themselves in informal meetings and gatherings and do 

not generally happen in the formal business meetings that take place in the office environment. 

However, she finds it difficult, if not impossible, to make connections or strengthen her existing 

relationships with male entrepreneurs.  

We can therefore see that some Saudi women cannot form informal relationships with male 

entrepreneurs because of social and cultural restrictions. In earlier times there were legal 

restrictions regarding relationships, including business ones, between women and men whereby 
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males and females could not meet in public if they were not related. Lifting this restriction should 

give both genders the opportunity to build business relationships; however, none of the participants 

find it easy due to cultural and societal norms. Conservative cultures tend to impose restrictions 

on women's interactions with men outside the home and negatively impact their ability to socialize 

with men outside the domestic environment. Some participants hire a male manager to overcome 

this challenge, as Kholod said: 

“I have realised that things become much easier if you hire a male manager rather than a 

female one. Men have easier accessibility and can forge relationships more quickly.” (Kholod, 

Centre)  

6.3.2. Harassment 

 
One of the challenges faced by participants that emerged from the data is harassment. This is an 

extremely sensitive issue, especially in a very conservative culture like Saudi Arabia. Participants 

were not specifically asked about harassment; however, a couple of the participants discussed their 

feelings about instances when they have been harassed. Other participants were not direct when 

discussing this delicate matter. Participants described some of their experiences as hurtful, 

disturbing, and provocative. Some females consider harassment a barrier to growing and 

expanding their businesses. Hanan said:  

 

“One of the additional challenges is that a woman could be well educated, independent, and 

open minded, but the man would only see her feminine side. It is hurtful and very painful to be 

in a business meeting and be talking passionately about your business, trying to convince a 

male entrepreneur about it, and he would ignore your ideas and focus only on your physical 

attractions. He would accept and support the proposed idea, not because he is convinced by 

the proposition but because he felt an admiration for you as a woman.” (Hanan, South) 

In addition, Maha said:  

“Engaging with men, I mean, I encountered things. Most men look at women as sexual 

objects. They are not interested at all in her mental abilities or skills. I have seen this with 

Arabs, foreigners, and Saudis. I mean, for local men, if you have a longstanding business 
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relationship with them, they would turn your business dealings with them into a romantic 

endeavour. They would text you late at night. Because of this, I prefer not to be shocked by 

such behaviour.” (Maha, South)  

Hanan, who runs a digital marketing company, said that one of the challenges she has faced is 

related to how men view her, and the fact that a businesswoman is looked at as predominantly 

feminine. She has experienced difficulties when discussing her business with high-profile men 

who can effect changes. She confirmed that some men were more interested in her as a woman 

than in her business ideas, only viewing her through the lens of desire and lust. Difficulties building 

a business relationship with men was a severe obstacle for her. She subsequently began to ask her 

husband to help whenever possible if she needed to contact men (e.g. to complete essential 

governmental processes) simply to avoid being harassed. In a similar situation to Maha, she avoids 

having long-term working relationships with men in order to protect herself from harassment. She 

mentioned that she has experienced some issues in this regard; however, she did not go into any 

detail about the matter, but instead shared her strategies to avoid unwanted and unwelcome 

behaviour. She prefers to avoid expanding or varying her business to include any type of enterprise 

that services both genders, simply to protect herself from harassment by men. Some participants 

have not encountered harassment personally; however, they did mention this topic, and how it 

impacts upon and hinders their businesses.  

The section below provides a cross-section of the replies given by respondents. Rowayda stated:    

“Sometimes a business transaction would turn into defiance and challenging behaviour, 

where an employee handling a case submitted by a female applicant may try to deliberately 

make things complicated and difficult. More specifically, this happens if they realize that 

the female applicant is respectful and self-confident, so they try to force her into a situation 

where she needs to beg, or engage in lengthy conversation with them, or… you know! You 

know! you know! I don’t know. I’m not saying that there are many men like this, but 

unfortunately, some men think women are 'An easy target', which is annoying. Nobody can 

deny it.” (Rowayda, East)  

Sarah also said: 
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“As a businesswoman, sometimes you are asked to engage in unethical behaviour such as 

financial corruption. The first time I was asked directly to bribe someone I told my female 

colleagues, and one of them said that she sent one of her female staff to a client and she 

got harassed. Harassment occurs in one way or another. It is such a vast and encompassing 

term. One of my team members mentioned that a male client addressed her by saying “are 

you dumb?!”. I told her that this is not acceptable. I advise my staff that, if they feel 

offended in a meeting, they should leave immediately to show disapproval of any type of 

harassment. I taught my team members to identify harassing behaviours in the workplace, 

as well as avoiding wearing high-heeled shoes or red nail polish, for their own safety.” 

(Sarah, Centre)  

The above quotations illustrate the harassment females have experienced either from clients or 

agents and workers in institutions that are male dominated. Female entrepreneurs report hesitancy 

from men when processing their business-related requests, and the expectation of some kind of 

favour in exchange. As Rowayda pointed out, this happened because she is a woman. Sarah has a 

consultation and training company; her female employees sometimes are insulted by male clients 

because of their gender, and some also report sexual harassment from clients. Sarah explains to 

her employees that such events are unacceptable, and they should leave the client instantly should 

they feel threatened. She also instigated a dress code for her employees in order to protect them 

from sexual harassment. Other participants report applying similar strategies to avoid being 

harassed. As Shooq said:  

“I make sure that I'm not all dressed up when I go out, to avoid the unwanted attention of men 

or the general public.” (Shooq, North) 

Unlike Shooq, Areej decided not to allow male customers into her store, simply to protect herself 

from any potential harassment. As she said:  

“You know young men round here! So to avoid any unwanted incidents involving young men, 

I put a ‘family only’ sign on the doors of my shop. I only offer a takeaway service for men.” 

(Areej, North)  
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6.3.3 Tribe 

 
Several of the participants mentioned the negative impact of their tribe on their business processes 

and development. The majority agreed that tribal affiliation is weaker now than in the past; 

however, tribalism remains a fixture of Saudi Arabian culture. It plays a more crucial role in 

marriage than in business or other areas of life. Maha has experienced both positive and negative 

impacts from her tribe in her business ventures. She said:  

  

“It is a double edge sword which I suffered from a lot. People would say ‘She is so-and-so’s 

wife, let’s block her transaction or paperwork’. In other situations, though, they would 

welcome me warmly because of my husband’s connections.” (Maha, South)  

Laila agreed with this: 

“I was shocked to discover the level of racism in Jeddah, which is widely known as a more 

racially tolerant and accepting place. The more you mingle with a certain social class, the 

more you are able to see a different picture. I upgraded my business and rubbed shoulders 

with Jeddah’s most influential families, and at that level people want to know who’s who. 

If they do not know your family then you won’t be taken seriously or given important jobs.” 

(Laila, West)  

In the context of Areej's case, previously discussed in the section on family constraints of this 

chapter, her experience running a shop specializing in the export of Turkish goods offers insightful 

perspectives on the influence of personal connections in business. Her frequent interactions with 

customs authorities reveal the substantial impact of her family ties, particularly those with her 

brother, whose prominent position and reputation have been crucial for simplifying her customs 

dealings. This situation illuminates the significant role that personal and familial networks can 

play in enhancing business efficiency, especially in sectors involving exports and customs 

procedures. 

We can see that tribalism is another obstacle that negatively effects some Saudi females, as in the 

case of Maha who said, “I suffered a lot”. She was not able to gain access to some services because 

her family name was an obstacle. In Laila’s case, she was born and raised in Jeddah (a diverse, 

multicultural, and commercial city in Western Saudi Arabia); however, she originates from a 
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central tribe. She believed that tribes are not considered crucial nowadays, especially in the 

Western region of Saudi Arabia, which is known for being more liberal. However, she was 

surprised by how her tribal affiliation affected her when she started competing with well-known 

names and families, preventing her from accessing certain services. 

 

6.4 Change in Regulations 

The Kingdom’s Vision 2030 (produced by the Saudi Arabian government and the relevant 

authorities, such as the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Development) attach great 

importance to the role of women. One of the Vision’s goals is to guarantee a rise in women’s 

participation in the labour market, in order to make Saudi females effective partners in national 

development in all fields and at all levels. One of the Ministry’s strategies to achieve this is its 

feminization policy.  

 “The policy aims to nationalize and feminize shops selling women-only necessities, namely 

perfumes, shoes, bags, women’s socks, ready-to-wear clothes, kiosks, and fabrics aimed at women, 

in addition to department stores selling women’s clothes along with other staples. It also targets 

independent and small stores that sell soirée gowns, wedding dresses, Abaya (cloaks), accessories, 

Jalabiyas (traditional dresses), mother and baby products, and pharmacies inside indoor malls 

with sections that sell accessories and cosmetics.” (Hrsd.gov, 2018) 

The feminization program has been further extended to include the hospitality sector. In addition, 

the Saudi government reformed regulations surrounding foreign workers in an attempt to increase 

employment opportunities for Saudi nationals in the private sector, and to reduce the number of 

foreign workers by raising their cost to business owners, who now have to cover their fees for 

residence permits.  

 

One of the themes emerging from the data concerning the challenges faced by female Saudi 

entrepreneurs is the regulations imposed by the Ministry of Labour. The majority of the 

participants in this study faced constant changes in labour regulations that hindered their 

businesses, including the feminization policy and the increased costs for hiring foreign workers. 
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One of the conditions for feminizing retail outlets is that female workers in these premises are 

required to be Saudi citizens. Due to the nature of their businesses, most participants were therefore 

required to recruit Saudi females and many of them spoke of the frustration engendered by this 

rule, in particular how it hinders their business’s performance and, in some cases, its growth. The 

major issue raised was high employee turnover. For example, Hanan stated:  

“The primary obstacle that nearly all the local entrepreneurs are faced with is the decisions 

of the Ministry of Labour. Now it has become almost impossible to start a business and be 

able to survive as people could in the past. Previously, business owners were able to sponsor 

hundreds of foreign workers and get them to do the job as efficiently as the machines. 

Nowadays, you are forced to employ Saudis despite the lack of regulations governing the 

contracting of local workers. You could employ a local worker who steals your business ideas 

and goes on to open his or her own business and becomes a competitor. There is no protection 

or guarantee in this respect. This will lead to an inability to continue trading, and it is 

unacceptable. There should be laws and regulations that enforce the legal requirements of a 

work contract. The Saudization program creates a real crisis.” (Hanan, South)  

In addition, Kadi said: 

“There is a lack of punctuality when clocking in and out of work, and also a disregard of 

completing the term of the contract. You find women who quit their jobs without any notice 

because they are getting engaged or married. The problem is that when a woman takes on 

work as pastime, she can just quit whenever. I have a new female staff member every six to 

eight months.” (Kadi, North)  

It is interesting to note how these recent reforms have unintended consequences that have impacted 

Saudi businesses. The above quotations illustrate the vast problem surrounding the hiring of Saudi 

females. High rates of employee turnover cost the participants in this study both time and money. 

When questioned about the reasons for the staffing problems their responses vary, with some 

suggesting that Saudi women may not be accustomed to starting work in the afternoon and 

finishing at night, might dislike long working hours, or might not be prepared to work for 

somebody else and therefore move on to start their own businesses. Other participants believe that 

some employees are not serious about working and apply for a post because they view it as a way 
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of spending their free time, and whenever a major event occurs in their lives, such as engagement, 

marriage, or pregnancy, they quit. Still others simply want immediate income and leave the job 

once they receive their first pay packet. On this issue, Maha commented:  

“It is seen as a great achievement if a woman stays in the job for more than three months. The 

likelihood of her quitting after the fourth month is extremely high. Women still do not need to 

work as checkout girls.” (Maha, South) 

One of the successful coping strategies that solves the issue of high employee turnover is to hire 

females who are relatives, as Hessa said:  

“In fact, I only hire females I know personally, so I had to ignore applicants with impeccable 

resumés. Employing relatives increases the social bonding and cohesion in the organization.” 

(Hessa, South) 

Only a small number of participants employed this strategy, whereas others continued to 

experience difficulties with high staff turnover even when they offered higher salaries and 

associated benefits packages. 

It is clear that complying with the feminization policy creates an obstacle for owners of small 

businesses. Most participants face significant challenges when attempting to recruit Saudi females, 

regardless of the type of work on offer. The problem may be rooted in the cultural and social norms 

that Saudi women have known from an early age. As previously mentioned, it is the role of a 

woman’s guardian – her father or husband – to make financial provision for their families. Some 

females will therefore be financially secure, with no necessity to take on what they consider to be 

inferior jobs such as a checkout assistant or in a gym, or to work long hours in the afternoons and 

evenings. Also, travel could make it more difficult for women to get to work or work late hours. 

Training programs for Saudi females may help female entrepreneurs with future recruitment. More 

awareness programs targeting Saudi nationals could encourage women into non-traditional work. 

It would also assist businesswomen if there were more regulations concerning the contracting of 

female workers.  

In addition to the problem of high staff turnover, some participants in this study are negatively 

affected by the increase in the cost of foreign workers and the policy Saudization. Kholod stated:  
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“It is my opinion that the Saudization laws are unfair to a certain extent. It is not possible to 

treat small businesses in the same way as big companies. We have limited income and 

liabilities and a smaller profit margin, and it is not logical to impose Saudization on such 

industries by 100 percent. For example, it is equally impossible to impose complete 

Saudization on international schools. This is just not logical. We are struggling with the rising 

costs of doing business as we pay around eight thousand Saudi Rials as annual fees for each 

foreign worker, in addition to paying an extra four thousand Saudi Rials for the work permit 

for each worker. Our profit margin is shrinking while our costs and liabilities are rising.” 

(Kholod, Centre)  

We can see from Kholod’s words that she has been negatively impacted by the Saudization 

regulations, as well as the increase in costs relating to foreign workers. She feels that these policies 

penalize small and medium-sized businesses. In her case, applying the Saudization law to her 

international school was extremely difficult, and affected her international school’s efficiency and 

ranking. She believes that small and medium-sized businesses should be supported to facilitate the 

implementation of Saudization, as well as the increased costs of a foreign labour force. The reforms 

to the laws regarding the latter have disruptive effects, especially for small businesses short term.  

Another theme emerging from the data is the impact of the frequent and abrupt changes to 

regulations, which make it difficult to develop long-term business strategy plans. Kholod 

commented: 

“Look, the first difficulty that we face is the sudden and unexpected government decisions. 

Laws change constantly and are constantly abolished. We are caught in the middle and can’t 

plan ahead at all. In the past the regulations were clear, and I was able to plan, schedule, and 

draw up a budget. All that is cancelled now and suddenly we must pay taxes; expats have to 

pay fees and suddenly we have to get a work permit. After that, we were asked to get medical 

insurance. Things were on and off and we were lost and confused.” (Kholod, Centre)  

Frequent changes in regulation have created uncertainty and confusion for Saudi businesswomen 

as they have to comply with new laws alongside a constant revision of their business strategies 

and plans. 
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Some participants faced severe challenges when dealing with the Ministry of Municipal and Rural 

Affairs and Housing, as various municipal workers do not appear to fully understand some of the 

Municipalities' rules. On this issue, Lulu said:  

“We cried a lot and got angry because of the Labour Office. Now the municipal workers keep 

popping in, dropping into our stores every day. They do not have a set of fixed guidelines or 

checklists to follow. They are improvising rules and each municipal member of staff has no 

specific mandate. I do not think they have any job description. Each public official should be 

given a set of laws and regulations in addition to a checklist to follow, which should also be 

shared with the business owners. This process should be organized. What is more frustrating 

is to have the municipality allow you to build business premises, and after obtaining the 

permits which indicates their approval, a staff member comes in and vetoes it and we are 

forced to close down the restaurant and change it according to their new directive. I am still 

suffering from this.” (Lulu, East)  

Unclear and vague rules from the Ministry of Municipal and Rural Affairs and Housing are 

considered an enormous challenge among most participants in this study. More specifically, most 

of them face the same issue whereby different municipal staff apply different rules, which creates 

a huge obstacle for the success and growth of their businesses.   

Some participants mentioned difficulties with customs when importing goods. Having imports 

released from customs can take a long time, and in some cases, participants used their connections 

(‘wasta’) to help speed the process. Participants confirm that they follow all the rules and pay all 

the requisite fees, and customs officials nevertheless still retain their goods. As Rowayda said: 

“As well as the issues with employment and enforcing random regulations, customs laws can 

cause a major delay to one’s business. It can happen that you import a very expensive 

shipment, and you find yourself obliged to pay double the shipment costs because they raise 

the tariff to get it released or cleared from customs.” (Rowayda, East)  

Participants believe that customs officials are unnecessarily prolonging the process, creating a 

situation where influential connections are needed in order to speed things up – a problem which 
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stands alongside the perpetual changes of regulations regarding customs’ fees, specifications, and 

standards.   

Some entrepreneurs also face challenges when attempting to gain business licences, a procedure 

which is complicated and prolonged. Hanan commented:  

“I faced challenges because I’m a female. I had difficulty in securing a business site and 

obtaining the mandatory business licences and permits. The mere mention of the word ‘licence’ 

sends a chill down my spine before even embarking on a business project. This is because we 

often hear that many businesses have been put on hold due to lacking the necessary licences 

and permits. Despite all these fears I went ahead with my plan, rented a shop and spent a huge 

sum to revamp the place. I believe that the bad reputation of this process has to change to cope 

with the constantly evolving world. Unfortunately, I met the same fate as my predecessors and 

was denied a business licence for ridiculous reasons.” (Hanan, South) 

In Hanan’s case she could not obtain the licence for the restaurant she was planning to open 

because of what she described as ‘ridiculous reasons’ – that is to say, malicious complaints from 

people in the vicinity of her business site. However, all of the other participants managed to acquire 

business licences, albeit after an extensive period of time. On this topic, Lama said: 

“I asked some people and learned that if the business premises are ready the licence will take 

three to five months to obtain. I wondered why I had to bear the loss during those months of 

waiting. My case is different: it took me a year to get the licence because I was renovating the 

place.” (Lama, Centre)  

 The long process of obtaining business licences is considered a challenge for most participants. 

 

6.5 Differences and Similarities Based on Regions      
When searching for Saudi female entrepreneurs, it is important to understand their geographical 

locations. From the data collected it is apparent that most of the participants in the Northern and 

Southern regions prefer to have women-only businesses (see above). This is either a family 

restriction or it is their own choices due to their culture and society. Society in the Northern region 
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is more conservative; here some of the participants found it difficult to apply some marketing 

methods or to present their products as it would not be acceptable to society. One example was 

posting pictures on their social media accounts of female models or females' hands. These 

restrictions hindered business improvement according to the participants. A few participants in the 

Southern region faced difficulties with customers as the society did not value their work. Hessa, 

the owner of a wedding planning enterprise in the Southern region, faced challenges with getting 

her customers to value her work and accept her prices. She thought that she was targeting a class 

that did not value her business and was not willing to pay the offered prices even if they could 

afford it. This may have been because it was a new type of business in the region, and society 

undervalued it. Some entrepreneurs in the Southern region believe that Saudization and 

feminization policies are more difficult to comply with there, compared to other regions, because 

of the limitation of the private sectors; the majority of the population work in public jobs, so some 

employees do not value jobs in private sectors. This constitutes a challenge for entrepreneurs.  

 

In the Northern region, one of the funders “Riyadah” imposes conditions that they only fund 

women if they have women-only businesses. “Riyadah” is an independent, non-profit national 

organization established by the Ministry of Energy and the Technical and Vocational Training 

Corporation under the name of the National Entrepreneurship Institute. This condition narrows the 

available options for women in the Northern region and emphasizes the segregation between 

genders. According to the participants, many businesses lost income and shut down because of 

this condition. The conditions were reformed in early 2020 and they then allowed women to apply 

for funds for businesses that serviced both genders. One notable challenge, specific to 

entrepreneurs in the Northern and Southern regions, pertained to the procurement of essential raw 

materials for their businesses. The majority of these participants were compelled to journey to 

either the Western or Central regions to secure the necessary supplies. This requirement for travel 

presents an added layer of difficulty, particularly for women in the Northern and Southern regions, 

where mobility constraints pose additional hurdles. 

6.6 Summary  
 
In summary, this chapter has presented a detailed exploration of the challenges faced by Saudi 

female entrepreneurs, responding to the second research question of this thesis. Through a 
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comprehensive analysis spanning various regions of Saudi Arabia, it has shed light on the diverse 

experiences of these women in their entrepreneurial endeavours. The chapter focused on three 

central themes: family dynamics, cultural barriers, and regulatory hurdles, each dissected to 

understand their specific impact on female entrepreneurship within the unique Saudi context. The 

examination of family dynamics revealed the significant role played by patriarchal norms, family 

power structures, and guardianship rules. These factors differ in their influence across regions, 

illustrating how they can either obstruct or facilitate the entrepreneurial aspirations of Saudi 

women. In the cultural realm, the research highlighted societal resistance against female 

entrepreneurs, especially in male-dominated sectors, and the challenges posed by gender 

segregation and stereotyping. The emergence of harassment issues in the data underscored a 

critical, often overlooked challenge. The analysis of regulatory constraints pointed out the complex 

landscape shaped by well-intentioned but sometimes counterproductive regulations. Programs like 

the feminization initiative and Saudization, along with the frequent and unpredictable regulatory 

changes, present unique challenges, influencing the ability to develop sustainable business 

strategies. These impacts vary across different regions and industries. This chapter has thus offered 

an understanding of the varied challenges Saudi female entrepreneurs face, emphasizing both 

shared experiences and regional differences. These insights are essential for crafting effective 

strategies and policies to support and empower women entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia. Looking 

ahead, the next chapter will delve into the identity and background of female entrepreneurs in 

Saudi Arabia.  
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 Chapter 7: Experience, Background, and Identity 
 

7.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to illuminate the intricate connections between women 

entrepreneurs' past experiences, backgrounds, and their present experience of running businesses 

in Saudi Arabia. A central focus lies on understanding not only the practical implications but also 

the profound impact on their identity. Thus, the research question guiding this exploration is: How 

do women's past experiences and background inform their present experience of running their 

businesses in Saudi Arabia, and how does this influence shape their identity? 

As the researcher navigates through the findings presented in this chapter, she embarks on a 

nuanced exploration of the multifaceted relationships between personal histories, cultural contexts, 

entrepreneurial endeavours, and the formation of identity. This inquiry seeks to unveil the layers 

of influence that extend beyond the operational aspects of business, delving into the deeply 

personal and often transformative journey that shapes the entrepreneurial identity of women in 

Saudi Arabia across different regions.  

The analysis of the data collected demonstrates how female entrepreneurs construct their identity 

and recognise opportunities by being motivated and using their mind, past experiences and vision 

as capital in their entrepreneurial thinking and performance. The findings of these research 

questions fall within three categories, namely:  the female identity, family, and culture.  All three 

themes are discussed in depth in this chapter. The participants’ characteristics are detailed in Table 

4.1. 

 

7.2 Female Identity 

This theme relates to how a woman's past experience and background plays an important factor in 

forming her entrepreneurial identity. It helps shine a light on the female identity and how it informs 

females’ experience of being entrepreneurs and running their business. The use of an identity lens 

helps the researcher better understand females’ entrepreneurial motivation and their choice to 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/17woODyiyrqmq8v4J-Zg5kvq4hFwqDaRVKctXeRPVy1I/edit#bookmark=id.xcpfeiba6p4q
https://docs.google.com/document/d/17woODyiyrqmq8v4J-Zg5kvq4hFwqDaRVKctXeRPVy1I/edit#bookmark=id.xcpfeiba6p4q
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remain engaged in empire-building. Identities can affect motivation, activities and commitment 

and are essential to sense making (Svenningson & Alvesson, 2003). Thus, an understanding of 

entrepreneurial identities can lead to a better understanding of the launch process (Zhang & Chun, 

2017) and entrepreneurial practice. The data demonstrates that some participants were motivated 

to start their business to satisfy an entrepreneurial identity that they had had since childhood. Some 

participants had started carrying out business activities at a young age in school and in the 

neighbourhood.  They had, thus, had a particular passion for entrepreneurship since childhood and 

when the opportunity presented itself, they started their own business. Huda recounted how she 

started selling sweets at a very young age:   

“Ever since I was a young kid in the third grade, I used to sell sweets to my neighbours and 

to the kids in the neighbourhood. Everybody knew me as the girl who sold sweets, except 

my father, as I used to go outside the house to sell my sweets during the time my father was 

taking his usual afternoon nap. He was a law enforcement agent and usually came home at 

noon time. Day after day, I managed to open the door at the same time and sell the sweets. 

I became financially capable of buying all the things that little kids dream of. Back then we 

used to live in the town of Tabuk and used to travel to Jordan. There, I used to buy cards 

with superstar pictures as well as magazines and sell them to my female friends upon return 

to Tabuk. Additionally, at the age of nine, I used to make icy pops made of berry syrup. I 

had such a fulfilled childhood as I always had disposable cash to buy whatever I liked. I 

was also able to purchase Mother’s Day gifts for my mother, unlike my sister. She didn’t 

have money to buy a gift for my mother.” (Huda, South).  

Huda showed an inclination to become a high achiever and to be responsible for herself at a young 

age. She had a very strong work ethic, which she recognised as a defining characteristic that was 

not shared with her sister.  

Shooq recounted a similar experience: 

“As a trader I used to chase any business opportunity no matter what it was. For example, 

if I happened to see a woman wearing a nice outfit, I would immediately approach her and 

ask her where she had got it from. As soon as I found out the merchant address, I would 

go to meet the person and take commodities on credit. That means that I would have to sell 
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the products to be able to pay the merchant. In high school and until the early years of 

college, I imported bracelets from the Philippines (a Filipino nurse who worked at the 

hospital helped me) and sold them through the people I knew. This was the most common 

trading system available to women at that time. Women would stay home and get their 

money through a network of female resellers”. (Shooq, North).  

These participants have been practising business since childhood. These women have seen 

themselves as entrepreneurs from a young age and being an entrepreneur is one of their identities 

alongside other identity such as being a mother, wife, daughter, or sister.   They were motivated to 

start their business to satisfy a former entrepreneurial identity that they had built since childhood. 

This identity was essential to their sense of self, which motivated them to decide to start their own 

business. In addition, participating in school activities made some participants see themselves as 

influencers and changers seeker from an early age. As Maram said:    

“I was generally considered to belong to the generation of influencers. I had always 

engaged in school radio programmes and constantly participated in various social media 

platforms.” (Hanan, South).  

Hanan is the owner of a digital marketing company and an influencer. She has considered herself 

to be an influencer and change seeker since she was very young. She was highly motivated to set 

up her business to fulfil this identity and to spearhead change for females in her Southern region. 

as she said: 

“I started my business when I moved in here. I was frustrated by the status of women. I 

chose to participate in your research because there is something in common between you 

and me, that is I am a researcher and interested in society more than just being a 

businesswoman. My objective was not purely financially as much as seeking societal 

change and transformation. In other words, the situation women relegated to here in the 

Southern region anger me. There is a lack of empowerment, lack of voice and it looks like 

women do not exist.” (Hanan, South).  

Rana, too, wanted to be an entrepreneur from a young age: 
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“I'm married and I appreciate my family, and love the world of business and finance, and 

this has been my interest since I was young. I graduated from business school. I had this 

idea that it was impossible for me to be employed. I had to be the one who employed 

people, I had to innovate and start a non-traditional business for women.” (Rana, Centre).  

From a young age, Rana dreamed of being an entrepreneur, fascinated by the worlds of business 

and finance. This passion guided her to graduate from business school, with the firm belief that 

she wanted to create job opportunities rather than take them. She saw herself breaking the mold 

by starting a non-traditional business for women. 

This quote reveals Rana's long-standing entrepreneurial identity. However, it also highlights a 

crucial aspect: women like Rana aren't discarding their roles as wives and mothers. Instead, they're 

embracing these roles while also giving space for their entrepreneurial selves to thrive. This finding 

aligns with research by Lewis et al. (2016), which highlights the idea that women entrepreneurs 

often navigate and integrate their various roles, seeking congruence between their identities as 

mothers and their entrepreneurial endeavours.  Rana, for instance, sees herself not only as a 

successful mother but also as a thriving entrepreneur. This balance speaks to the intricate dance of 

multiple identities, where women can wear different hats without rejecting other essential roles in 

their lives. This finding fits well with Cesaroni et al. (2021). Their research suggests that women 

entrepreneurs can handle their different roles in two ways: by transforming any problems into 

positive relationships or by letting conflicts gradually lessen. Rana's ability to balance being a 

successful mother and a thriving entrepreneur reflects this idea. It shows that women can smoothly 

manage different aspects of their lives without giving up important roles, supporting what Cesaroni 

discovered about how women entrepreneurs handle their various identities over time.  

Furthermore, Rana's narrative suggests that her entrepreneurial pursuits are intertwined with 

notions of power and command. The desire to be the one who employs others underscores her 

aspiration for influence and authority within her chosen entrepreneurial path. 

Most of the participants felt it necessary to state that they appreciated their family and that their 

family is their first priority. Most succeeded in reconciling their identity as an entrepreneur and 

their identity as a mother. This was emphasised by Lulu: 
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“I was a housewife, I was focusing on raising my children, my kids are number one to me. 

Even though I studied business in America for 9 years and got two Masters degrees in 

business, I was not working. My family is number one to me, when I felt that my children 

had grown up a little, I decided to do something for me and start my business.” (Lulu, 

East).  

Like Lulu, most of the participants only started their business when their children had grown up. 

With help and support from their family they succeeded in reconciling their entrepreneur identity 

and their other identities, overcoming a number of obstacles in the process.  

Latefa is an entrepreneur who sees herself as a successful entrepreneur, a successful mother and a 

great role model for other females within her society. One of her characteristics as an entrepreneur 

is being able to overcome any obstacle that may hinder her acting on this identity. When her 

husband forbade Latefa from going to her store, she decided to divorce him in order to become the 

independent, entrepreneurial person she saw herself to be. She said: 

“ I closed the store because my husband interfered. He asked me not to do some stuff, not 

to travel and not to meet some people. I decided to get divorced and get back to my 

business.” (Latefa, Centre) 

Latefa’s husband had wanted her to work from home and to be subordinate to him. This conflicted 

with her entrepreneur identity and affected her mobility and independence. She insisted on 

choosing her own way of life and her vocation path and got a divorce to enable her to practise her 

entrepreneur identity and continue managing her business. It shows the strength of the emerging 

entrepreneurial identity and its impact on her other multiple identities. Strong and unique 

characteristics of female entrepreneurs need to be developed to effectively integrate and fulfil an 

entrepreneurial identity. In line with the findings of Fitzsimmons et al.’s (2014) study conducted 

on the corporate sector in Australia, all female CEOs in the study sample remained unmarried after 

their divorce or sought out supportive partners who understood, support and accept their role as 

CEO.  

7.3 Family Factors  
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One of the themes that emerged from the data is family. The participants spoke about how having 

close family members (generally a husband or father) who were also entrepreneurs affected their 

decision to become entrepreneurs, shaped their identity as entrepreneurs and informed their 

business management strategy. Some participants started a business or chose the sector to work in 

on their husband's suggestion.  Maha described how she became an entrepreneur: 

“In 1998, my sister-in- law was running a hairdressing salon. She did not have any 

business background, nor had a vision for development. It was her husband who advised 

her to open a hairdressing salon. As a result, she quit the job nearly 3 months later and 

told her brother to take over the business. My husband then suggested that I run the 

business knowing exactly how energetic I was.” (Maha, South). 

Johara had a similar story to tell: 

“My husband saw how I struggled with the municipality more than anything else because 

they did not have clearly stated regulations on their website and even their staff had no 

clue about what they were talking about. As we did not know which rules to follow, in 

addition to the struggles we were going through, my husband suggested I close down the 

business and save myself the headache. However, I felt that I could not quit and stay 

home and I resisted closing down hoping that things would soon improve. Then my 

husband proposed alternatives such as opening a training centre and took it upon himself 

to conduct a market feasibility study in order to determine the most suitable area to set 

the centre in.” (Johara, South). 

The participants above started their business on their husbands’ suggestion. Their motivation to 

start a business is not rooted in a former entrepreneurial identity; they constructed the 

entrepreneurial identity while working on building up the business and turned to family members 

with business experience to help and support them. Johara, for example, benefits from her 

husband’s experience in entrepreneurial activities; he suggests solutions to overcome business 

difficulties, provides accounting help, and carried out a feasibility study. With no previous 

experience in business management, Johara depends on her husband's support and experience to 

help her run her business.  
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Some participants talked about how being an entrepreneur impacts their family and society.  They 

said that being an entrepreneur improves their quality of life and wellbeing of their family and 

changes how others see them. As entrepreneurs, they are respected and trusted and are sometimes 

considered to be role models for other females in their societies. The characteristics of a female 

entrepreneur help form a great family atmosphere which promotes deeper positive sentiments in 

the family such as love, empathy, and respect (Yousafzai et al., 2022). Being financially 

independent through entrepreneurial activity helps female entrepreneurs gain respect from their 

spouses (Zhang & Chun. 2018).  Adding value to their families and society is a way to motivate 

females to continue building their empire and construct their entrepreneur identity.  As Maha and 

Hind stated: 

“Having money with me and with my husband helped us to move two or three classes above 

the rest of society. I was able to teach my children, I was able to support them, I was able to 

live a luxurious life. I overcame the stage of destitution in many things.” (Maha, South). 

“When I first started my business, my husband did not offer any financial support, he just said 

do whatever you want. He is like most people who don’t like to take risks. When he saw my 

success and the way I managed my business, he trusted me and offered financial support if I 

needed” (Hind, North).  

Some participants grow up surrounded by business owners who shape their identity and help and 

motivate them to enter the entrepreneur world. For Tala, her father, who is a business owner, was 

a role model. Growing up around him motivated her to start her business. She said: 

 

“Ever since I was little, I dreamed of being like my father and looked up to him. I wanted 

to have my own business like he did, something that I owned and made. From an early age, 

I used to accompany my father to his business place and maybe that influenced me deep 

down and made me love owning a business. When I was in the first or second grade, I used 

to go with him, sit in his office and earn 5 or 10 Saudi Rials at the end of the day. I still 

remember it today.” (Tala, North). 
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Tala was motivated to start her business to fulfil a former entrepreneurial identity. She managed 

to start her business with the support of her parents. Unlike Tala, Sarah had no former 

entrepreneurial identity. She struggled to find out who she was, until she found herself as a mother 

and an entrepreneur.  

“First of all, I did not realise that I had entrepreneurial skills, I had no clue what 

entrepreneurship was, nor had I imagined myself to be a businesswoman someday. In the 

beginning I used to hear my father and brothers talk about business at the dinner table 

every day. These talks stayed with me on a subconscious level. None of my family members 

was an employee. Later in college, I heard my friends talk about applying for jobs and so 

I did the same after graduation. Whenever I was offered a job, I said to myself this would 

be my dream job and I would stick with it till I retired. 

 So, when I joined the chamber of commerce, I thought that was it and worked myself up 

to become the head of the branch. Nearly two years later, I felt immensely unsatisfied and 

resigned. Another idea crossed my mind and I decided to dedicate my life to charity work. 

And so, I joined a cancer organisation which I made the centre of my life. I worked in the 

charity sector for four years and afterwards I felt like I had no energy to carry on. 

After that, I received a job offer from King Saud University to work as a public servant. I 

took up the offer and thought I had landed my dream job. No one back then would have 

hesitated to accept a leadership role in the public service where I was supervising 15 staff. 

I worked extremely hard in the first year and toward the second year, I started to explore 

the work environment around me. I realised that it was a sluggish work environment that 

lacked productivity and motivation. For example, whenever I submitted a proposal to my 

superior, she would say it is a beautiful idea however, we are not used to doing such things, 

we do not want to raise problems. And she would put the proposal in the drawer. I started 

to feel suffocated and this burst the bubble. Two years after working at the university where 

I occupied a leadership position and enjoyed a good relationship with my superiors, I 

began to observe things. Once, in the lift, I looked at the mirror and asked who this was. 

She did not look like me and I did not like this girl. I was dressed in black, wearing my hair 
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up and had no makeup on. I did not feel that it was me. I discovered that was the first alarm 

to indicate something was wrong. I realised that I had put on 8 kgs in two years. 

On the last day of the summer term, I was given a lift by one of my colleagues, who is also 

an administration staff member. Our work days were idle since there were no students on 

campus. A friend approached me and asked me if I would work with her on a mega project. 

She was a businesswoman and I have always surrounded myself with women of her calibre 

and that might have left some influence on me. After we met, my friend said, ‘Sarah, this is 

not your place.’ I thought she was jealous of my enviable public service job. Why would I 

quit such a good job?  She explained that she wanted me to work with her on her project 

and suggested I take a month’s leave. She was confident that I would automatically resign 

from my job after working with her. I thought she was crazy. Then she asked me about my 

achievements in the last months. I was baffled by the timing of the question and informed 

her that the last three months were a summer holiday in which we outlined some plans to 

implement when the students returned. She said we all have plans, I am asking you about 

your achievements. She interrupted me saying, ‘You say, that is not who you are.’ I finally 

agreed to take a month off and work with her as a way of testing the waters. And so I did. 

She was renting an office in the business lounge and I began to work with her immediately. 

The following day, the manager came in and said that she was expecting a Singaporean 

businesswoman who is on a business trip and would like to meet with her Saudi 

counterparts. Staff were requested to dress well, meet and greet her. A number of local 

businesswomen and entrepreneurs attended the meeting and took the opportunity to 

introduce themselves and talk about what they do. When my turn came, my mind went blank 

and I had nothing meaningful to say. I was worried about saying that I worked for the 

university lest the Singaporean lady say what are you doing here. I opened my mouth and 

said, ‘Hi, my name is Sarah, I work with Nora.” It felt like a sudden reality check. Total 

devastation and frustration. It felt like a rude awakening when I had to face my reality. I 

ran to the room and closed the door behind me in complete shock. My friend followed me 

out of the room and yelled ‘What did you do! Why didn't you introduce yourself properly? 

Sarah, you have represented your country in many international events and have a long 

record of achievements to boast about. Why don't you go back and reintroduce yourself to 

the lady!’ I felt powerless, started to cry and said I could not. I asked my friend to leave 
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me alone as I had hit rock bottom. At that moment my friend said that she knew that I was 

a good person deep down and that she believed in me and it did not matter whether or not 

I went to reintroduce myself. As soon as she left, I turned on my laptop and sent my resume 

and qualifications to one of my friends who was looking for a university offer in the UK 

and asked her to help me get enrolled in a Masters’ degree course. Once I received the 

acceptance letter I resigned and went abroad to study.” (Sarah, Centre). 

It is clear from Sarah’s narrative that she struggled to find who she was. Frustration with her 

identity and self-assessment motivated her to take up an entrepreneurial identity. Surrounding 

herself with entrepreneurs has impacted Sarah and helped her identify who she was. She confirmed 

that sitting at the dining table and listening to her father and brother talking about their business 

every day had unconsciously impacted her. Each time she assessed herself, she was left with a 

sense of dissatisfaction. It took her a while to realise that she was looking for success like her 

father, brother, and entrepreneur friends.  From this narrative it can be deduced that female 

identities that are acknowledged later on in life are closely related to the images and messages 

transmitted by the father primarily. Family members and close friends could significantly inspire 

a female to be an entrepreneur by providing her access to networks and resources (Bullough et al., 

2017). 

7.4 Bad Past Experience 
 
The data analysis highlighted another group of participants who strove to free themselves after 

going through difficult times or traumatic events and sought to create a life that reflected their 

personal selves. Such participants were motivated to start their own business to get over unpleasant 

situations in their lives. Through entrepreneurial efforts, some participants succeed in increasing 

their freedom. Waad said:  

 

“I left my husband as I was not getting on well with him, but my father and brothers got 

involved and asked me to return to my house, as divorce is not acceptable in our family. In 

the end I went to court and said I wanted to get divorced, and no one can interfere with 

that. I will take on responsibility for myself. I will take care of everything, even the money. 

When they saw vision of how I wanted my life to be, they withdrew from my personal life 



199 
 

and let me enjoy a little bit of freedom. I think that way of behaving more or less helped 

with making some of my own decisions that I used to be prevented from doing.” (Waad, 

North) 

Asma said: 

“I hunted for jobs exhaustively through recruitment websites and was not able to secure 

any job at banks or universities, so I decided to pursue my postgraduate studies. I got 

enrolled in a Masters degree course, thanks to the proliferation of government-funded 

scholarship programmes during the late king Abdullah’s time. As I was in the middle of my 

paperwork preparation, I realised that I was not able to secure a male guardian to travel 

with due to personal reasons. I was devastated and all the excitement turned into frustration. 

Study abroad is a life-changing experience that will leave its hallmarks on one’s 

personality. Once the initial shock had worn off, my father supported me running my own 

business project since I was creative in this field.” (Asma, North) 

Johara said:  

“Moreover, working in business has other social advantages such as keeping you busy. For 

example, before my mother-in-law passed away she used to spend most of her time with me 

to the extent that she would stay at my place for weeks. After her death, I felt so sad and I 

was lucky to have a business to occupy my time, otherwise I would have been grief-stricken 

and my mental health condition would have deteriorated.”(Johara, South). 

Shooq said: 

“My marital life was horrible and for that reason I was studying and looking for work at 

the same time in order to maintain financial independence and use that as a gateway to 

put an end to that relationship. When I broached the topic of opening my own business, my 

husband rejected the idea categorically. I knew how money minded and stingy he was and 

so I pitched the idea in a particular way, exploiting his weakness toward money. I said that 

this project will bring us a windfall of money (roughly 30 - 40 thousand Rials a day) and I 

am willing to make him my business partner and soon we would be rich. He said women 

are like penned animals who have to be locked as soon as sunset falls. In other words, he 
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refused the idea. Later on, he changed his mind when he thought about the financial gain 

to him. I was keen to appease him and pretended to be gullible and to be a cash cow.” 

(Shooq, North).   

All the participants quoted above, with the exception of Shooq, had no previous entrepreneur 

identity. Shooq was married at the age of 13 and being married at this age affected her identity. 

She started practising trading at a young age, as mentioned before. Like the other participants, 

Shooq chose to be an entrepreneur to free herself from a specific group and recover from 

unpleasant situations, including an unhappy marriage, being forbidden from studying abroad due 

to guardianship restrictions, and grief.  All used business as a way to free themselves. These 

women did not conform with patriarchal interpretations; instead, they tried to build their own 

entrepreneurial identity in a conservative, masculine society, gain control of their life and chase 

their goals in their individual and professional lives. The decision to start a business is frequently 

motivated by an event. Significant life events, such as losing a job, can trigger entrepreneurial 

activity (Krueger, Reilly, & Carsrud, 2000).   

In conclusion, although the data indicates a connection between entrepreneurial motivation and 

identity, it was found in the analysis that some participants were motivated to fulfil a former 

entrepreneurial identity, while other participants were originally motivated by non-entrepreneurial 

identities. The data analysis highlights the entrepreneurial identity construction, conflict and 

reconciliation. 

7.5 Culture  

7.5.1 Travelling and living abroad 
 
Many participants had the experience of living abroad and mixing with different cultures, which 

has informed and impacted their identity, the way they see themselves and how to run their 

businesses. Sarah said:  

“My life has turned upside down in many respects ever since I went overseas to follow my 

Masters’ in the UK. In particular, this journey changed my relationship with my husband 

and made me appreciate him more in light of the struggle I met while living abroad on my 
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own. My relationship with my kids, too, had improved and become stronger as I adopted a 

new outlook to life. I realised that things may go against the plan. Unlike back in Riyadh, 

where household chores are divided between the family members and the maid, in the UK 

I learned how to adapt and accept my limitations. Moreover, I learned not to be meticulous 

or a perfectionist. For example, if I am planning to attend a wedding, I have realised that 

there is no need to dress to the nines and be elaborately lavish. I figured out that 

procrastination has adverse impacts on the outcomes of things. Some of my friends take 

too long to launch a business project because they are perfectionists and do not cease to 

do minor tweaking or adjustments. They forget that the early bird gets the worm. Thus, 

they tend to miss opportunities, given the already crowded and competitive market 

landscape.” (Sarah, Centre). 

Sarah followed her Masters’ degree in business in the UK following her identity crisis mentioned 

above. She was not happy about who she truly was and decided to continue her studies and look 

for a way to satisfy her ambition. This journey impacted Sarah and helped her when she came to 

run her business. It also helped her deal with any guilt that she felt when she was not able to achieve 

the life and work balance she looked for. Not looking for perfection and accepting change was her 

way of reconciling her identities.    

Rowyda also found that the experience of living abroad had helped her balance work and family 

responsibilities. When living abroad, she was unable to benefit from help by close family members 

and maids. In Saudi most families employ maids who live with them in the same house.   

“It’s normal as living overseas tends to make individuals more resilient and able to juggle 
family affairs.” (Rowyda, East). 

It is clear from the data collected that living abroad has benefited the participants in many ways in 

their personal lives, in the way they manage their business and, in their ability, to identify 

opportunities. In Huda’s case, knowing English opened up a world of opportunities. She also 

gained a great deal of knowledge about managing a business with high standards. She said:  

“I have been managing this kindergarten ever since I came back from the US. After I got 

married I went to study English in the US in a junior college. Upon returning to Saudi 

Arabia, I got acquainted with a royal princess who admired my command of the English 
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language and encouraged me to be the principal of this kindergarten. It is an international 

institution but back then we did not call them international kindergartens. The plan was as 

such, if the kindergarten decided to employ staff from the US or UK in the future, I would 

be in a position to deal with and manage the team. At that time, the overall condition of 

kindergartens in the country was suboptimal in terms of service provision, customer service 

and hygiene practices. Furthermore, a culture change was necessary as staff were not open 

to change. Ultimately, I decided to establish a pilot kindergarten where kids learn through 

hands-on learning programmes and activities.”  (Huda, North). 

Mixing with different cultures within Saudi Arabia has also helped participants. Lulu said:  

“Since I got married, my husband knew fully well that I was different from mainstream 

Saudi girls in terms of individuality, way of thinking, not being a crowd follower or 

accepting things I am not happy with.” (Lulu, East).  

When asked what made her different and stand out from the rest of the Saudi women, Lulu said: 

 “I would say this is due to certain factors such as exposure to different cultures, and the 

freedom of expression I enjoyed at home when I was growing up. My father instilled in us 

the right to hold opinions without interference. He also did not discriminate between us in 

terms of gender or sex. Home upbringing is the solid foundation on which one can stand 

to challenge the world. I was fortunate to be able to interact with foreigners from an early 

age as we were at a certain point living in one of the compounds of Aramco. Additionally, 

we used to travel a lot when I was growing up. All these factors helped me to express my 

opinion without fear.” (Lulu, East).  

This narrative highlights a couple of factors that shaped Lulu’s identity throughout her life and 

helped her pursue her business. Living on the Aramco compounds (Saudi Arabian Oil Company, 

known for its diverse expat communities) gave her a chance to interact with people from other 

countries and different cultures. This, and having an open-minded father, gave Lulu the ability to 

express herself without fear of society. Lulu succeeded in managing her unusual businesses. Lulu’s 

first business was a coffee shop with an art gallery. Customers could enjoy a coffee and purchase 

art pieces by well-known artists. Lulu faced all types of rejection from society and had to challenge 
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some governmental policies before they were changed. She decided to run her business in a 

different and challenging way, where she would have one seating area for both genders, while it 

was required by law to have an area for men and an area for women in the coffee shop. She also 

challenged the law by having music streaming in her shop; this was not allowed by law and was 

not acceptable by the conservative society at that time. She was challenging society and paying a 

number of fines to government. With a shift in the government's vision, society started accepting 

her business model. Lulu’s second business was a female gym and wellbeing centre, which is a 

new concept within her society.  Lulu sees herself as a successful entrepreneur and a mother. Hanan 

also mixed with other culture, she said: 

“I was living temporarily in Riyadh for 3 years because I was working for an international 

company that did not have any headquarters or branches in the Southern region of Saudi 

Arabia back in 2015. At that time, when I came back home, there were no big companies 

operating outside the capital area, except for a few bank branches.  I was thinking that if I 

ever chose to work in the banking sector then I would rather work in the main office, not 

in a provincial branch. However, I had reluctantly accepted to work in a bank branch, but 

after 7 months I exhausted my energy. This coincided with an inspiring quote I read which 

made me tender my resignation immediately. The quote read: ‘If you don't build your 

dream, someone will hire you to help build theirs.' This means that as an employee you are 

realising someone else’ dream. ‘Why not realise my own dream?’ I thought, and 

immediately resigned.” (Hanan, South) 

Hanan lived in Riyadh, the capital city of Saudi Arabia, for 3 years. Mixing with the culture of the 

central region impacted Hanan and her ideas regarding what she wanted to be and what she 

accepted to be as a woman. When she returned back to the Southern region, she found two things 

that she did not like and wanted to change. A limited range of jobs was available to women; women 

in the Southern region were not looking for or expecting to work in jobs outside the education 

sector. After having been in the central city, Hanan wanted to start changing the situation of women 

in the Southern region, encouraging females to look for job opportunities in sectors other than 

education and maybe enter the entrepreneurial world. Female entrepreneurial activity could change 

how society views females, affecting gender norms, increasing the respect toward women in 

society and helping women become role models who lead to encourage and motivate other females 
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to become entrepreneurs and increase their independence (Haugh and Talwar, 2014; Mayoux and 

Mackie, 2007).     

Interestingly, most of the participants who experienced living aboard and/or mixed with different 

cultures tended to choose to own the type of businesses that are not usually owned or managed by 

Saudi females such as supermarkets, training and consultation businesses, lighting engineering and 

design businesses, and a wellbeing centre. As Shooq said:  

 

“Back in 2008 … it was only acceptable for women to run a beauty salon.” (Shooq, North). 
 

7.6 Differences and Similarities Based on Regions 

This study revealed a significant impact of location on women's experiences. In urban areas, 

women tend to be more successful in shaping a feminine identity that doesn't strictly conform to 

traditional modesty expectations in Saudi Arabia. However, in less developed regions, women may 

feel more pressure to adhere to traditional norms, and there are fewer female role models 

challenging traditional notions of femininity. 

 

For instance, consider the case of Malak in the Central region, who challenged societal and familial 

expectations by starting a consulting business, typically considered a male-dominated field. 

Another example is Lulu in the East region, who defied societal norms by establishing a coffee 

shop with mixed-gender seating with music playing, going against government restrictions at the 

time. She also chose not to adhere to the traditional Saudi dress code by not wearing a hijab and 

covering her hair. While these women may not be part of an organized feminist movement, their 

individual acts enhance a growing awareness of feminist ideals and collective agency for social 

change, as highlighted by Alkhaled (2021). This illustrates how personal choices in business and 

clothing can contribute significantly to broader societal shifts. 

 

On the other hand, in the Northern region, Kadi ran a retail store selling flowers and gifts. She 

encountered difficulties in marketing her business on social media due to societal norms that 

discouraged her from posting pictures of females or even any part of her body. For instance, she 

couldn't share a picture of female hands holding a flower bouquet. This is just one example 



205 
 

illustrating the challenges. Despite these obstacles, Kadi opted not to confront her society and felt 

obliged to adhere to traditional expectations, underscoring the pressure faced by women in such 

regions to maintain modesty. This diversity of experiences showcases the complex interplay 

between location, societal norms, and individual choices shaping the entrepreneurial landscape for 

women in Saudi Arabia. 

 

The research also looked at how geography influences the types of businesses women start. Despite 

changes in the law, most female entrepreneurs in both Northern and Southern regions tend to 

choose businesses that cater exclusively to women. This preference is influenced by the deeply 

ingrained cultural practice of gender segregation, making some women more comfortable working 

in female-only environments. In contrast, in other parts of Saudi Arabia, female entrepreneurs 

develop businesses that serve both men and women. 

 

In Saudi society, there's a strong expectation for women to conform to traditional roles as mothers, 

wives, daughters, or sisters. These roles come with certain expectations of modesty and adherence 

to societal norms, including a specific dress code, gender segregation, and recognition of a 

patriarchal social structure. Even when not required by law, women entrepreneurs in both Northern 

and Southern regions tend to stick to these expectations, choosing women-only businesses to align 

with societal norms. This illustrates how societal expectations shape the identity of Saudi women 

in various aspects of their lives. 

In terms of the participants’ ambition to develop and maintain their businesses within their region 

and industry, the data reveals that a number of participants were not planning to expand their 

business and are happy with the small business that they are managing.  Their reasons for not 

wanting to expand varied between the high costs arising from new labour and other regulations, 

the impact of freelancers and online businesses, and difficulty to manage the business if it 

expanded outside the region.  Huda said: 

“Nowadays, e-commerce has become prevalent all over the country. I had an idea to open 

a clothes boutique but realised that some clothing boutiques in Riyadh have closed down 

due to inability to compete with online outlets. When asked about the reasons for 

liquidation, I was informed that the shop owners pay expenses such as rents, wages and 
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insurance as well as hefty sponsorship fees for foreign workers. Therefore, it is not worth 

it if the business is not super profitable.” (Huda, South). 

Eman said: 

“Frankly speaking, I feel that the new regulations are not in favour of business owners. 

Take for example, the renewal of the visa of a single foreign worker used to cost us 200 SR 

and now it went up to 8 - 10 thousand SR. Can you imagine that!  In addition to their 

wages, I have to pay insurance for the workers every year. That's why I cannot expand my 

business activities.” (Eman, Centre). 

Most of the participants who own beauty salons were not planning to expand due to the increased 

cost of foreign workers and lack of Saudi workers available for this type of work. In addition, all 

the salon owners agreed that those Saudi females who have the required skills already worked 

independently and did not want to work for beauty salons. In addition, most participants in the 

North and South regions were happy with their business and were not adverse to the idea of 

expansion within their region, but not in other regions, due to the difficulty of managing the 

business. Participants think it would be challenging to manage their businesses in different regions. 

Therefore, any plans to grow and expand their business would be limited to within the region. 

Most of the participants coming from the North, South, West, and East Regions had micro 

businesses, only a few have a small business.   

Few of the participants have expanded or had plans to grow their business and expand to different 

regions. The participants who were considering expanding their business and including other 

regions hailed mostly from the Central region and had a type of business that would typically be 

owned by a man. Malak, the owner of consultancy company, said:    

“I set a target of integrated units. Every two years, I had to enter a new venture. The way 

I start a new business is either through offering an improved and innovative approach to 

my already existing services, such as setting new standards or target different categories 

of customers, or by making inroads in new geographic areas. I am currently present in 7 

regions of Saudi Arabia and provinces. Having this target in mind, every two years, we 

kickstart a new project or a new integrated unit. With the new regulations and opening up 
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the country to the world there are ample and unprecedented opportunities. The bar is 

raised and so are the standards and customer selection methods. There is also a change in 

attitude in order to cope with the new regulations. This means building coalitions or 

entering new sectors in order not to miss any business opportunities. For example, we did 

not have entertainment industries in the past and our hospitality industry was not as 

profitable and robust as they are now. This indicates that we now have diversification of 

investment.” (Malak, Centre).   

 Sarah said:  

“I have reached a point in which I routinely review my services every year and focus on 

market needs. Expansion remains a possibility and for that reason, I visited Kuwait, Oman 

and Bahrain. I also visited Jizan, Al-sharqiya and Tabuk. I have an excellent team who can 

carry out most of the responsibilities and, thus, I do not have to travel often. I see more 

growth in the offing.” (Sarah, Centre).  

Sarah is the owner of a consulting and training company in Riyadh, she has a good team and is 

expanding her service outside Saudi Arabia and within different regions in Saudi Arabia.  

The data shows that most participants in the North and South regions had no work experience prior 

to launching their business. They were not enrolled in any jobs before launching their business. 

They mostly sought advice and support from close business owners, mostly fathers or husbands.  

“I told my husband that I don’t have any managerial skills and knowledge. You need to 

help me with management and accounting, if you don’t help me, I will lose. He has a 

Bachelor’s degree in accounting and he is a manager in his job. He agreed to support me 

with everything he can.”(Joharah, South).  

Interestingly, some participants from both North and South regions tend to prefer a women only 

business, even after the change in law. Segregation between genders is culturally embedded, which 

makes some female entrepreneurs feel more comfortable working in female only environments. 

As Kadi said: 
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“Only women can enter my store, but we do delivery only for male customers, I might allow 

them in my store in the future but now I’m in the starting phase so I wanted to be in my 

store all time and I am more comfortable around women only, I will not be as comfortable 

if there are men working with me. I wanted to take my time and let people start 

understanding me and my business before allowing men in my store.” (Kadi, North).    

 

Maha said: 

 

“Engaging with men, I mean, I encountered things. Most men look at women as 

sexual objects. They are not interested at all in her mental abilities or skills. I have 

seen this with Arabs, foreigners, and Saudis. I mean, for local men, if you have a 

longstanding business relationship with them, they would turn your business 

dealings with them into a romantic endeavour. They would text you late at night. 

Because of this, I prefer not to be shocked by such behaviour.” (Maha, South)  

 

Maha prefers to avoid expanding or varying her business to include any type of enterprise that 

services both genders, simply to protect herself from harassment by men as discussed in the 

previous chapter.  

Even though the majority of the participants in the North and South regions choose to have only 

female businesses for personal reasons or because they are forced by their guardians, few of the 

participants in the North and South regions choose to challenge their society and start a business 

in a mixed gender environment.   

 

7.7 Conclusion  
In conclusion, this chapter has delved into the intricate connections between the past experiences 

and backgrounds of women entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia and how these elements shape their 

present experiences in running businesses. The overarching aim was to explore not only the 

practical implications but also the profound impact on their identity.  
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The findings presented in this chapter reveal multifaceted relationships between personal 

histories, cultural contexts, entrepreneurial endeavours, and the formation of identity. The 

research addresses the transformative journey that shapes the entrepreneurial identity of women 

in Saudi Arabia across different regions. 

 

The analysis of the collected data demonstrates that a woman's previous experiences and 

personal background are crucial factors in shaping her identity, including her entrepreneurial 

identity. The study underscores that some female entrepreneurs have envisioned themselves as 

entrepreneurs from a young age, with entrepreneurship forming one of their identities alongside 

roles such as mother, wife, daughter, or sister. For others, entrepreneurial identity is constructed 

after the initiation of their businesses. This study highlights the strength of emerging 

entrepreneurial identity and its impact on multiple aspects of a woman's life, integrating with 

roles like motherhood and wifehood. 

 

Among the most significant findings is the theme of family, indicating how close family 

members, particularly husbands or fathers who were entrepreneurs, influenced the participants' 

decisions to become entrepreneurs. This familial influence not only shaped their identity as 

entrepreneurs but also informed their business management strategies. 

 

Additionally, the research identified a group of participants who sought entrepreneurship as a 

means of freeing themselves from difficult or traumatic experiences. These individuals embarked 

on an entrepreneurial journey to overcome unpleasant situations, with the success of their 

business endeavours contributing to an increase in personal freedom. 

 

Furthermore, the study highlighted the impact of living abroad and engaging with diverse 

cultures on female entrepreneurs. This experience informed and shaped their entrepreneurial 

identity, influencing how they perceive themselves and how they choose to run their businesses. 

 

This study also substantiated another significant geographical distinction, indicating that women 

living in urban areas have demonstrated greater success in shaping a feminine identity that 

enables them to diverge from conventional expectations related to the modesty linked with Saudi 
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female norms. In contrast, in underdeveloped regions, women may face heightened scrutiny in 

maintaining modesty.  

 

In summary, this chapter confirms the importance of considering the intricate interplay between 

past experiences, cultural contexts, and familial influences in understanding the  

Women's entrepreneurial identity as well as their other multiple identities as wife, mother, and 

daughter, in which cultural norms and collectivist contexts are influential. The findings 

contribute valuable insights into the multifaceted nature of female entrepreneurship, emphasizing 

the need to recognize and nurture the unique characteristics that define the entrepreneurial 

identity of women in the region. The subsequent chapter will delve into a discussion of these 

findings. 
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Chapter 8: Discussion  

8.1 Introduction  

This chapter discusses the research findings, critically engaging with previous literature and 

theoretical perspectives to illuminate the identity and motivations of Saudi female entrepreneurs. 

It explores the challenges they face and how they navigate them, particularly across regions that 

have been underrepresented in the existing research. The chapter is structured around the 

following research questions: 

1. What factors influence women’s motivations to become entrepreneurs in different regions 

and industries in Saudi Arabia? 

2. What are the similarities and differences in the challenges faced by Saudi women 

entrepreneurs across regions and industries? 

3. How do women’s past experiences and backgrounds inform their present entrepreneurial 

experiences in Saudi Arabia? 

By critically comparing findings with existing literature and theoretical frameworks, this chapter 

evaluates whether the experiences of Saudi female entrepreneurs confirm, challenge, or refine 

prior research findings. 

8.2 Family Expectations 

Family dynamics play a fundamental role in shaping Saudi women’s entrepreneurial experiences, 

influencing both their decision to start a business and their ability to sustain it. The findings of this 

study, supported by existing literature, reveal that family structures, expectations, and behaviours 

serve as both barriers and facilitators in women’s entrepreneurial journeys (Shafii, 2015; Tariq, 

2016; Aldrich & Cliff, 2003). In Saudi Arabia, where familial ties are deeply embedded in socio-

economic and cultural frameworks, women often navigate business opportunities within the 

boundaries set by their immediate and extended families (Alshareef & Al-Dajani, 2024). The 

interplay between entrepreneurship and family expectations is particularly significant in a society 
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where male guardianship and family honour influence women's professional mobility (Aldossari 

& Chaudhry, 2024). 

For some women, family constraints manifest as barriers, restricting their autonomy in making 

business decisions, limiting the types of businesses they can establish, or imposing conditions on 

their professional engagements. These limitations often stem from patriarchal norms that position 

men as gatekeepers of economic and social mobility (Salem & Yount, 2019). However, for others, 

family members, particularly male guardians, serve as key motivators, providing financial support, 

business mentorship, and social recognition, which facilitate women’s participation in 

entrepreneurship (Alshareef, 2022). This dual role of family highlights the importance of analysing 

both the restrictive and supportive dimensions of family influence on women’s entrepreneurship. 

The following sections explore these contrasting experiences, beginning with family as a barrier, 

where patriarchal expectations and gendered constraints restrict women’s entrepreneurial agency, 

followed by family as a motivator, which highlights cases where family support enables women 

to navigate and succeed in their business ventures. 

8.2.1 Family as a Barrier 

Family dynamics play a decisive role in shaping Saudi women's entrepreneurial journeys, with 

family members often exercising significant influence over their decisions to start and manage 

businesses. The findings of this study highlight how male guardians, particularly fathers and 

husbands, can function as gatekeepers, restricting women’s business activities through conditions 

and limitations that reflect deeply entrenched patriarchal norms. Participants described instances 

where they were required to obtain family permission to engage in business, with constraints 

imposed on the type of enterprises they could establish, their ability to work with men, and their 

mobility for business-related activities. These findings align with existing literature, which 

emphasizes the powerful role of family structures in either facilitating or obstructing women's 

entrepreneurship in conservative societies (Alshareef, 2017; Al-Asfour et al., 2017). 

Several participants expressed how their guardians’ conditions significantly shaped their business 

choices. For instance, Asma and Waad, both from the North, were only granted permission to 

operate businesses on the condition that they exclusively serve female customers, a restriction that 



213 
 

limited their market reach. Similarly, Fawzia from the South was permitted to start her business 

only if she agreed to refrain from being physically present at her store at all times. Such conditions 

illustrate how family members, particularly male guardians, exert control over women’s 

entrepreneurial engagement, aligning with social feminist theory (Ahl, 2006; Huq, Tan, and 

Venugopal, 2020), which highlights how gendered socialization processes instil different 

expectations and constraints for men and women. From an intersectional perspective (Crenshaw, 

1989), these restrictions reflect the compounded effect of gender and cultural norms, whereby 

women's entrepreneurial agency is mediated not only by gender but also by their geographical and 

familial backgrounds. Women from more conservative regions face stricter expectations, 

reinforcing the role of regional and familial structures in shaping women’s access to business 

opportunities. 

The data further reveal that family objections are not solely economic but also rooted in cultural 

anxieties about gender roles and interactions with men. Many participants described how their 

guardians explicitly prohibited them from engaging in mixed gender business activities. Asma’s 

father, for example, imposed a strict condition that she must avoid all direct contact with men, 

even in professional settings, forcing her to find indirect means of communication, such as relying 

on male intermediaries to communicate with suppliers. This practice reflects a broader cultural 

pattern where women’s independence is perceived as a potential threat to social and familial 

stability (Salem & Yount, 2019). The reluctance of male guardians to permit mixed gender 

interactions aligns with patriarchal constraints described in feminist scholarship, where men’s 

control over women’s mobility and work stems from broader socio-cultural expectations regarding 

gender segregation (Walby, 1990). 

Moreover, agency theory (McNay, 2000; Martin, 2004) provides a useful lens for understanding 

how women entrepreneurs navigate these restrictions. While some participants actively negotiated 

their guardians’ conditions to pursue business ventures, their agency remained constrained within 

patriarchal boundaries. Waad, from the North, for instance, outwardly complied with her father’s 

condition of restricting her shop to female customers, but internally acknowledged that she did so 

as a strategic compromise to maintain her business rather than as an authentic reflection of her 

own preferences. This aligns with Martin’s (2004) argument that agency is not simply about 
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resisting constraints but also about strategically adapting to them in ways that allow for gradual 

shifts in power dynamics. 

The role of family-business conflict also emerged as a significant barrier, particularly in relation 

to the intersection of marriage and entrepreneurship. The study found that some husbands viewed 

their wives’ business success as a challenge to their authority, leading them to withdraw support 

or impose further restrictions. Several participants reported instances where their husbands initially 

expressed support but later objected when their wives' businesses began to thrive. This aligns with 

findings from BenMozeil (2019), which suggest that within patriarchal societies, a woman’s 

financial independence can be perceived as a disruption to traditional gender hierarchies. Latefa’s 

experience is particularly illustrative of this dynamic, her husband explicitly stated that he disliked 

financially independent women and ultimately pressured her to close her business. This response 

highlights how male guardians may actively resist women’s empowerment when it threatens the 

existing gender order, reinforcing patriarchal control over women’s economic agency. 

These findings also resonate with the 5M framework (Brush et al., 2009), which conceptualizes 

family as a fundamental factor influencing female entrepreneurship. Within the Motherhood and 

Macro environment dimensions, familial expectations place a dual burden on women, requiring 

them to balance entrepreneurial ambitions with societal expectations of domestic responsibility. 

Some participants, such as Fawzia, were explicitly required to limit their business activities to 

maintain their perceived family roles. Others, such as Layan, reported that their family’s fears of 

societal backlash led to discouragement, illustrating how social norms surrounding respectability 

and family honour shape women’s professional decisions. The 5M framework helps situate these 

experiences within broader structural and cultural constraints, highlighting how the macro-level 

expectations surrounding women’s roles influence their entrepreneurial agency at the micro-level. 

A particularly striking aspect of the findings is how some women actively resist and renegotiate 

family-imposed barriers. While most participants adapted to familial restrictions, a minority, such 

as Waad and Latefa, took decisive steps to reclaim control over their lives. Waad, for example, 

defied her family's attempts to intervene in her personal and professional decisions, ultimately 

securing a divorce and asserting financial independence. This aligns with research by Alshareef 

and Al-Dajani (2024), which highlights how some Saudi women entrepreneurs challenge 
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patriarchal constraints by leveraging legal and financial autonomy. However, these cases remain 

the exception rather than the norm, with most participants opting for compliance or negotiation 

rather than outright defiance. 

Furthermore, the concept of cultural lag (Ogburn, 1957) provides a useful framework for 

understanding the persistence of family-imposed restrictions despite recent legal reforms in Saudi 

Arabia that have granted women greater economic and personal freedoms. While state policies 

now allow women to start businesses and travel without male permission, many participants still 

face resistance from family members who strictly follow traditional guardianship norms. This 

discrepancy highlights how legal advancements do not automatically translate into cultural shifts, 

as deep-seated patriarchal attitudes continue to shape women's lived experiences. 

In conclusion, family expectations serve as both structural and cultural barriers to Saudi women’s 

entrepreneurship, reinforcing patriarchal control through explicit restrictions on business 

activities, gender interactions, and mobility. The findings illustrate how male guardians impose 

conditions that limit women’s autonomy, aligning with social feminist theory’s (Ahl, 2006; Huq, 

Tan, and Venugopal, 2020) emphasis on gendered constraints in entrepreneurship. 

Intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1989) further highlights how these barriers are compounded 

by regional, economic, and familial factors, creating varied experiences among Saudi female 

entrepreneurs. While some women strategically navigate these constraints, others actively resist 

them, demonstrating the complex interplay between agency and structural limitations. The 

persistence of these barriers despite legal reforms highlights the need for continued societal change 

to ensure that women’s entrepreneurial aspirations are not restricted by deeply rooted familial 

norms. 

8.2.2 Family as a Motivator 

While familial expectations can serve as restrictive barriers to women’s entrepreneurial agency, 

this study also highlights how family, particularly male relatives, can play a crucial enabling role 

in supporting female entrepreneurs. In the Saudi context, where social structures are deeply 

intertwined with patriarchal norms, women’s ability to engage in entrepreneurship is often 

contingent upon the approval and backing of their male guardians, be it a father, husband, or 

brother. The findings of this study reveal that many Saudi women benefit from familial 
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encouragement, financial assistance, and moral support, all of which contribute to their ability to 

establish and sustain businesses. This reflects broader research suggesting that family support is a 

critical factor in entrepreneurial success, particularly in cultures where women’s mobility and 

decision-making autonomy remain socially regulated (Alshareef & Al-Dajani, 2024; Aldossari & 

Chaudhry, 2024). 

The nature and extent of family support vary across cases. Some participants in this study described 

their fathers or husbands as active facilitators, offering financial capital, business mentorship, and 

legitimacy within the entrepreneurial ecosystem. For instance, growing up in a household where a 

father or male guardian is an entrepreneur significantly influenced some women’s aspirations and 

business strategies. This aligns with research by Hoffmann et al. (2014), who highlights the role 

of parental entrepreneurial experience in shaping business preferences and self-employment 

likelihood. In Saudi Arabia, where entrepreneurship is still a developing field for women, paternal 

role models and mentorship serve as significant sources of encouragement, reinforcing findings 

from previous studies that link family entrepreneurial backgrounds with increased female 

participation in business (Welsh et al., 2014; Al-Asfour et al., 2017).  

However, while male guardians may encourage and enable entrepreneurship, their support is often 

conditional, reflecting broader gendered expectations. Some participants noted that while their 

fathers or husbands permitted and even financed their businesses, they did so under specific 

constraints, for instance, requiring the business to cater exclusively to women, restricting direct 

engagement with male clients, or imposing limitations on physical mobility, such as travel 

restrictions. These findings are consistent with previous studies highlighting the contradiction of 

male support, wherein women are granted permission to work but within carefully controlled limits 

that reinforce gender norms rather than challenge them (Salem & Yount, 2019; Aldossari & 

Murphy, 2023). This demonstrates how women exercise situated agency, leveraging available 

support while still operating within patriarchal constraints, a phenomenon extensively discussed 

in feminist entrepreneurship research (Ahl, 2006; Calás et al., 2009). 

Moreover, this study’s findings illustrate that moral and emotional support from family members 

plays a key role in building women’s confidence in their entrepreneurial ventures. Several 

participants emphasized how having a supportive family environment empowered them to 
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navigate business challenges, particularly in male-dominated sectors where doubt toward female 

entrepreneurs persists. This aligns with prior research, which suggests that emotional backing from 

immediate family members can counterbalance societal opposition and enhance women’s 

entrepreneurial resilience (Alshareef & Al-Dajani, 2024; Hashim, 2023) 

From a theoretical perspective, the significance of family support in women’s entrepreneurship 

can be understood through the 5M framework (Brush et al., 2009). The "Motherhood" component 

of the model reflects how women’s familial obligations intersect with their business roles, while 

the "Market" and "Money" dimensions highlight how family-backed financial capital and social 

networks provide women with critical resources. The 'Macro' element further contextualizes these 

dynamics within broader socio-cultural and legal frameworks, including Saudi Arabia’s evolving 

gender policies under Vision 2030, which have facilitated greater institutional support for female 

entrepreneurs (Aldossari & Chaudhry, 2024; Alshareef & Al-Dajani, 2024). 

Despite the positive influence of family support, this study highlights that women’s entrepreneurial 

autonomy remains dependent on male approval, reflecting entrenched gender norms that position 

men as gatekeepers of economic mobility. While some women leverage familial backing as a 

strategic advantage, others find that male involvement in their business decisions reaffirms 

traditional gender hierarchies rather than challenging them (Aldossari & Chaudhry, 2024). This 

contrast reinforces the argument that while family support is instrumental in enabling women’s 

entrepreneurship, it does not necessarily translate to unrestricted agency, rather, it must be 

analysed within the framework of intersectional constraints and gendered power relations 

(Crenshaw, 1989; McNay, 2000). 

In summary, the findings of this study confirm that family expectations shape Saudi women’s 

entrepreneurial experiences in complex and varied ways. While some women encounter family-

imposed barriers that limit their professional aspirations, others benefit from strong family support 

that facilitates business success. However, even when male guardians are supportive, their 

involvement often comes with clear or hidden conditions that reflect patriarchal control over 

women’s economic activities.  Understanding these dynamics requires an approach that moves 

beyond binary categories of "supportive" or "restrictive" family roles, instead recognizing that 
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women’s agency in entrepreneurship is deeply embedded in and negotiated within socio-cultural 

structures (Alshareef & Al-Dajani, 2024; Hashim, 2023). 

 

8.3 Role of Government  

Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030 has significantly transformed the socio-economic landscape, 

particularly for female entrepreneurs. As a national strategy aimed at diversifying the economy 

and reducing oil dependency, Vision 2030 includes reforms designed to empower women through 

improved access to employment, financial support, and business opportunities (Vision 2030, n.d.). 

The government has introduced policies that ease business registration, increase access to funding, 

and promote gender-inclusive labour market reforms. Saudi women have surpassed the labour-

force participation targets set by Vision 2030. The percentage of female labour-force participation 

exceeded the initial 2030 target of 30 percent, rising from 21 percent in 2017 to 33.2 percent in 

2020 (Vision 2030, n.d.a). In just two years, female labour-force participation grew by an 

impressive 64 percent, highlighting the significant role women are expected to play in the 

Kingdom’s economic future (Vision 2030, n.d.a). However, while government-led changes have 

enhanced women's economic participation, challenges persist, particularly in overcoming socio-

cultural resistance and adapting to ongoing regulatory uncertainties. 

Government interventions supporting female entrepreneurs align with the 5M framework (Brush 

et al., 2009), which conceptualizes entrepreneurship through the lenses of Market, Money, 

Management, Motherhood, and Macro factors. Vision 2030 directly impacts Market access by 

creating regulatory conditions that facilitate business ownership and operation for women. The 

Money component is reflected in the expansion of financing options and loan programs available 

to female entrepreneurs. This aligns with the findings of this study, which show that all the female 

entrepreneurs interviewed in the Northern region successfully accessed government funding to 

start their businesses, demonstrating the tangible impact of government-driven financial support 

on women's entrepreneurship. However, Macro factors, such as the shifting legal landscape, 

introduce uncertainty due to sudden regulatory changes, such as evolving labour laws that affect 

hiring policies for female-run businesses (Alsahli, 2020).  
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One of the most notable reforms under Vision 2030 has been the removal of certain guardianship 

restrictions, granting women greater autonomy in their business ventures. Previously, female 

entrepreneurs faced administrative barriers requiring male permission for various transactions, 

such as securing business licenses and traveling for professional purposes (Welsh et al., 2014; 

Alturki & Braswell, 2010; Sadi & Al-Ghazali, 2009). The elimination of such barriers has been 

instrumental in fostering a more independent entrepreneurial environment. For example, female 

business owners like Lulu and Lena, who previously struggled with restrictions on engaging with 

male clients, now operate their businesses with greater ease. Lulu’s mixed-gender café and Lena’s 

interior design business exemplify how institutional reforms have translated into increased 

mobility and operational freedom for women. 

However, while formal policy changes have facilitated women's economic inclusion, informal 

socio-cultural barriers persist. Social feminist theory (Ahl, 2006; Huq, Tan, & Venugopal, 2020) 

explains that deeply embedded gender norms continue to influence the experiences of female 

entrepreneurs. This study finds that many women, particularly in rural or conservative regions, 

still encounter resistance from family members and male colleagues, limiting their ability to fully 

utilize the freedoms granted by legal reforms. This aligns with intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 

1989), which emphasizes how women's experiences are shaped by multiple overlapping factors, 

including class, and traditional expectations. Female entrepreneurs in urban areas may find it easier 

to capitalize on government initiatives, whereas those in more conservative regions often 

encounter additional layers of familial and social restrictions that shape their entrepreneurial 

pathways (Alshareef, 2022). 

The government's role in fostering a digital business environment has further supported women's 

entrepreneurship by reducing physical barriers. Online business registration platforms and digital 

banking services have simplified administrative procedures, allowing women to launch businesses 

from home without male mediation (Vision 2030, n.d.). This transformation has been particularly 

beneficial for women in remote areas, where social mobility remains limited (Hashim, 2023). 

However, the unpredictability of regulatory changes presents a challenge for business continuity. 

Frequent shifts in policies, such as fluctuating labour laws and tax regulations, create instability 

for female entrepreneurs attempting to develop long-term business strategies (Alsahli, 2020).  
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This study confirms that the feminization policy has negatively affected female business owners.  

Regardless of the type of employment being offered, the majority of participants experienced 

considerable obstacles to recruiting Saudi females. This may be a consequence of the cultural and 

societal conventions that Saudi women have been exposed to since childhood. In the Saudi context, 

it is the role of a woman’s guardian, i.e., her father or husband, to provide financially for the family. 

Some females will therefore be financially secure, meaning they are not motivated to take on what 

they perceive to be inferior jobs such as a checkout assistant or worker in a gym, or to work long 

hours in the afternoons and evenings. However, greater awareness of programmes targeting Saudi 

nationals could encourage women into non-traditional work. It would also assist Saudi 

businesswomen if there were more regulations pertaining to the contracting of female workers. 

This finding is consistent with Al-Khoraimi and Hamas (2021) study, which confirms that 

empowering women who work in sales favourably influences a number of factors, lowering the 

Saudi women's unemployment rate and increasing the percentage of local employers. On the other 

hand, the feminization policy had a negative effect on the retail industry, since the majority of 

women did not work long-term, owing to their role as housewives and a broad societal view that 

did not favor working women (Al-Khoraimi & Hamas, 2021).  

Despite these obstacles, government led reforms have played a crucial role in reshaping 

entrepreneurial norms. By supporting female entrepreneurs through funding, regulatory 

adjustments, and digitization, the government has signalled a shift toward gender inclusivity in 

business (Tlaiss and Khanin, 2023, Alshareef and Al-Dajani, 2024). However, as McDonald and 

Crandall (2015) argue, legal changes alone are insufficient to transform societal norms, a broader 

cultural shift, including education initiatives and community engagement, is necessary to ensure 

that policy advancements translate into tangible, sustainable empowerment for Saudi women. 

This discussion highlights the complexity of government intervention in female entrepreneurship. 

While Vision 2030 has lowered formal barriers, informal gendered expectations, socio-cultural 

resistance, and bureaucratic unpredictability continue to shape the realities of female business 

ownership.  
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8.4 Culture and Societal Environment 

8.4.1 Change Acceptance 

The structural reforms introduced under Vision 2030 have significantly reshaped Saudi Arabia’s 

socio-economic landscape, particularly for female entrepreneurs. These reforms include legal 

modifications that ease restrictions on mobility, employment, and business ownership, leading to 

a visible transformation in Saudi women’s roles within the economy (Vision 2030, n.d.a). 

However, while policy changes have been implemented rapidly, societal acceptance of these 

reforms varies across regions and social groups. This study finds that while many female 

entrepreneurs embrace these changes, they must still navigate deeply rooted social norms and 

gendered expectations. The shifting perception of female entrepreneurship reflects broader 

challenges between progressive policies and established cultural attitudes.  

The findings reveal that Saudi society is undergoing a transition, with increasing acceptance of 

women’s participation in the workforce and business ownership. Some participants emphasized 

that public attitudes toward female entrepreneurs have improved considerably, making it easier for 

women to establish businesses in historically male-dominated sectors. For instance, Deema from 

the South noted that while female business ownership was previously met with doubt, recent years 

have witnessed a shift in attitudes, with society becoming more supportive. Similarly, Sumayh 

highlighted that female entrepreneurs are now regarded as ambitious and financially independent 

rather than solely pursuing entrepreneurship out of economic necessity. These insights align with 

Tlaiss (2022), who argues that female entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia are not simply beneficiaries 

of reform but active agents of societal change. Women’s increasing participation in business 

contributes to reshaping gender norms by challenging conventional expectations of economic 

dependency. 

This transformation can also be analysed through the lens of Social Feminist Theory, which posits 

that gender roles are shaped through lifelong socialization processes that influence women’s career 

choices and economic behaviours (Ahl, 2006; Fischer et al., 1993; Huq et al., 2020). The 

acceptance of female entrepreneurship is not just a response to policy changes but a gradual 

reconfiguration of how women’s economic roles are understood and valued within society. 
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However, socialization processes remain deeply embedded in Saudi culture, particularly in non-

urban regions, where traditional expectations surrounding women’s, roles continue to limit their 

entrepreneurial opportunities. This aligns with Al-Asfour et al. (2017), who emphasize that while 

legal reforms may offer new possibilities, deeply ingrained cultural values shape the extent to 

which women can fully capitalize on these opportunities. 

Despite the positive momentum, the extent of cultural transformation remains inconsistent. Asma 

from the North observed that while national reforms have facilitated women’s access to 

employment and entrepreneurship, her immediate family continues to hold traditional views on 

gender roles. Similarly, Johara from the South stated that although female entrepreneurship is now 

more accepted, resistance remains, particularly regarding women working alongside men. This 

regional and familial variation in attitudes reflects Alshareef (2022), who examines how women’s 

entrepreneurial experiences are shaped by spatial and social contexts. Her study highlights that 

while some regions embrace economic reforms, others remain more resistant due to deeply rooted 

patriarchal norms. 

This inconsistency in societal acceptance aligns with intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 1989), 

which emphasizes that gendered experiences are shaped by intersecting factors such as class, and 

social background. Women in urban centres such as Riyadh and Jeddah benefit from more 

progressive attitudes, while those in conservative regions encounter heightened resistance. Tlaiss 

and Kauser (2019) similarly highlight how patriarchal influences on Arab female entrepreneurs 

vary across locations, demonstrating that while policy reforms offer new opportunities, societal 

norms continue to influence women’s ability to succeed in business. This intersectional perspective 

reinforces the need to examine how broader legal changes interact with localized cultural 

dynamics. 

Another critical dimension of this change is women’s agency, particularly in how they navigate 

societal expectations while leveraging new business opportunities. The findings suggest that while 

legal advancements empower women, they do not automatically break down patriarchal structures. 

Many female entrepreneurs continue to encounter underlying prejudices, requiring them to adopt 

strategic responses to secure recognition and success. Some participants reported using impression 

management strategies (Goffman, 1959) to mitigate potential backlash, such as emphasizing their 
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roles as wives and mothers to frame their businesses as extensions of their familial responsibilities 

rather than independent professional pursuits. This demonstrates constrained agency (McNay, 

2000), where women exercise entrepreneurship within the limits.  

This finding aligns with Tawfiq and Ogle (2022), who highlight that Saudi women often adopt 

adaptive behaviours to maintain legitimacy in male-dominated environments. Similarly, Aldossari 

& Chaudhry (2024) emphasize that while legal reforms may provide new opportunities, patriarchal 

norms and state policies continue to shape women's ability to fully capitalize on these changes, 

reinforcing the argument that cultural transformation often lags behind policy reform (Ogburn, 

1922). Aldossari and Chaudhry (2024) further highlight that despite the expansion of economic 

opportunities for Saudi women, gendered expectations continue to shape the degree of autonomy 

female entrepreneurs can exercise in decision-making. 

While Vision 2030 has opened pathways for women’s increased labour force participation, cultural 

attitudes toward work and gender remain deeply embedded and continue to shape female 

entrepreneurs’ experiences. Some participants expressed that even when women are formally 

allowed to work, they still face subtle discouragement from families and communities that expect 

them to prioritize domestic responsibilities. For instance, Maha from the South explained that 

while her family supported her business, they expected her to manage it in a way that did not 

interfere with traditional gender roles. Similarly, Areej from the North stated that she was 

encouraged to pursue entrepreneurship, but only under the condition that her business catered 

exclusively to women. 

This reflects broader cultural constraints surrounding women’s labour market participation, where 

social expectations often dictate the type of work deemed acceptable. Salem and Yount (2019) 

highlight that Arab women frequently face workplace segregation and social scrutiny, which 

influence their career trajectories and entrepreneurial choices. This aligns with Aldossari and 

Murphy (2023), who argue that even as labour laws become more inclusive, cultural ideologies 

about appropriate gender roles persist, shaping the scope and nature of women’s economic 

engagement. 

The 5M framework (Brush et al., 2009) provides a useful lens for analysing the ways in which 

Vision 2030 has influenced female entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia. The Market component is 
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reflected in the expansion of entrepreneurial opportunities, as reforms have fostered a more 

inclusive business environment that encourages women's participation in various industries. The 

Money aspect is evident in the increased availability of government-backed financial support, 

which has been particularly beneficial for women in the North, as indicated in this study’s findings. 

The Management dimension highlights how female entrepreneurs strategically adapt to societal 

expectations while leveraging new business opportunities, demonstrating both resilience and 

innovation in navigating a rapidly evolving landscape. The Motherhood component remains 

significant, as many women frame their businesses in ways that align with traditional gender roles, 

ensuring social acceptability while still exercising economic agency. Finally, the Macro factors 

encompass the broader regulatory changes and cultural shifts that continue to shape the 

entrepreneurial ecosystem in Saudi Arabia. By situating the findings within this framework, it 

becomes evident that while Vision 2030 has played a crucial role in facilitating female 

entrepreneurship, cultural and structural influences continue to shape women’s experiences and 

decision-making processes. 

In sum, while Vision 2030 has created substantial opportunities for female entrepreneurs, societal 

acceptance of these changes is still evolving. The findings highlight the complex interplay between 

policy reforms, cultural norms, and individual agency, demonstrating that while legal frameworks 

can facilitate change, broader societal transformation requires more time. As noted by Alkhaled 

and Berglund (2018), genuine empowerment requires not only policy support but also cultural 

shifts that enable women to participate in the economy without facing structural or social barriers. 

This research contributes to that discussion by illustrating how Saudi female entrepreneurs are 

both shaping and being shaped by the changing landscape of business and gender in the Kingdom. 

8.4.2 Harassment as a Challenge 

Harassment is an underexplored yet significant challenge that emerged from the participants' 

narratives, particularly within Saudi Arabia’s conservative socio-cultural environment. While not 

all participants explicitly discussed harassment, those who did, described their experiences as 

deeply unsettling, emotionally distressing, and, in some cases, a direct deterrent to business 

growth. The findings highlight that harassment operates as both a psychological and structural 

barrier to Saudi female entrepreneurs, influencing their decision-making processes and shaping 
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the types of businesses they establish. Several participants described instances where they 

encountered harassment from male colleagues, clients, and officials, illustrating how patriarchal 

norms manifest in professional and business environments. 

The experiences of Hanan and Maha demonstrate the pervasive gendered biases that shape 

interactions between female entrepreneurs and male stakeholders. Hanan, a digital marketing 

entrepreneur, recounted how her business pitches were often dismissed, with male business leaders 

focusing on her physical appearance rather than her professional competence. Similarly, Maha 

described how long-term professional engagements with men frequently transformed into 

unwelcome personal or romantic advances. These narratives align with social feminist theory (Ahl, 

2006; Huq, Tan, & Venugopal, 2020), which argues that women entrepreneurs face structural 

barriers that arise from deeply ingrained gender norms, limiting their recognition in male 

dominated spaces. Moreover, these findings intersect with McNay’s (2000) and Martin’s (2004) 

critiques of agency, which emphasize that social structures do not simply restrict women’s choices 

but actively shape the ways in which their agency is exercised. In this context, male actors in 

business settings reinforce patriarchal power by diminishing women’s entrepreneurial credibility, 

reducing their professional roles to their gendered identities. 

In response to these challenges, some participants developed strategies to minimize their exposure 

to harassment. For instance, Hanan began involving her husband in business interactions to lessen 

unwanted attention. While this adaptation allows her to navigate professional challenges, it also 

highlights the structural limits on women’s autonomy in Saudi business settings, reinforcing their 

reliance on male guardianship. This finding aligns with Alshareef and Al-Dajani (2024), who 

illustrate how Saudi women entrepreneurs often adopt coping mechanisms that conform to cultural 

expectations to maintain acceptance while reducing risks. Intersectionality theory (Crenshaw, 

1989; Collins, 2000) further clarifies how experiences of harassment vary across socio-economic 

and regional lines. Women in urban business hubs, such as Riyadh and Jeddah, may have greater 

legal recourse and institutional backing against harassment than those operating in more 

conservative or rural areas, where gender norms remain stricter and public accountability is 

limited. 
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Sarah’s experience further illustrates how harassment extends beyond sexual misconduct to 

include verbal intimidation and workplace hostility. As the owner of a consulting and training firm, 

she recounted instances where male clients insulted her female employees, including one who was 

called “dumb.” Additionally, some of her team members reported experiencing sexual harassment, 

prompting Sarah to implement a strict dress code policy, prohibiting high heels and red nail polish, 

to reduce the risk of unwanted advances. While these self-regulatory measures reflect strategic 

responses to a challenging environment, they also reinforce victim-blaming narratives, wherein 

the responsibility for preventing harassment is placed on women rather than on the structures that 

enable it. This mirrors findings by Salem and Yount (2019), who argue that in highly gendered 

labour markets, women often modify their behaviour and interactions as a survival strategy, rather 

than expecting institutional support or systemic change. Aldossari and Murphy (2023) further 

highlight how such adaptations reinforce patriarchal control by compelling women to adopt pre-

emptive behaviours instead of challenging the structural imbalances that sustain workplace 

harassment.  

Beyond personal experiences, some women proactively restricted their business models or 

customer demographics to avoid harassment. For instance, Areej implemented a "family-only" 

policy in her shop, preventing young male customers from entering to avoid uncomfortable 

encounters. Similarly, Shooq deliberately modified her public appearance, ensuring that she was 

not “too dressed up” to minimize unwanted attention. These defensive strategies exemplify 

constrained agency, where women exercise autonomy within patriarchal boundaries, but their 

choices remain structurally restricted McNay (2000). The degree of exposure to harassment is not 

uniform; rather, it is shaped by intersecting factors such as industry type, regional setting, class 

background, and access to male allies who can mediate business transactions (Crenshaw, 1989). 

Women operating in male dominated sectors face heightened risks, whereas those in female centric 

industries or conservative regions often develop avoidance-based strategies to mitigate 

harassment. 

The role of gender-based restrictions in bureaucratic and professional settings was also evident in 

Rowayda’s experiences. She described how some male employees in government offices 

intentionally created barriers to business transactions for female applicants, forcing them to engage 

in lengthy bureaucratic processes, indirectly exerting control over their professional autonomy. 
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Her frustration highlights how patriarchal power manifests through institutionalized resistance, 

requiring women not only to navigate workplace harassment but also to contend with covert forms 

of professional obstruction. Similar patterns have been observed in other Gulf contexts, where 

women in leadership roles face bureaucratic barriers as a means of maintaining male dominance 

in business and public administration (Rodriguez & Scurry, 2019). 

From the perspective of the 5M framework, harassment functions as a constraint at multiple levels. 

At the Market level, it limits women’s ability to engage freely in business transactions. At the 

Management level, it shapes hiring policies, workplace behaviours, and client interactions, often 

forcing women to implement self-regulating measures such as dress codes and selective customer 

engagement. At the Macro level, while legal reforms such as the Anti-Harassment Law (2018) 

offer a partial safety net, they fail to address the deep-seated cultural attitudes that normalize 

gender discrimination. While some women find ways to circumvent these barriers through 

adaptive agency, others remain constrained by systemic risks and social costs associated with 

harassment. 

The persistence of harassment as a barrier to female entrepreneurship raises concerns regarding 

the effectiveness of legal protections in Saudi Arabia. Despite the introduction of the Anti-

Harassment Law in 2018, many participants expressed scepticism about its enforcement. Sarah, 

for example, indicated that while legal measures exist, women remain reluctant to report 

harassment due to societal victim-blaming and fears of professional repercussions. This aligns with 

Alsubaie’s (2020) critique of the Saudi Anti-Harassment Law, which suggests that cultural stigma 

and inadequate legal implementation continue to deter women from seeking justice. Similar 

patterns are evident in Pakistan, where Khan et al. (2018) found that social shame and fear of 

retaliation contribute to underreporting of harassment cases. Walby (1990) and Piscopo & Walsh 

(2020) argue that legal reforms alone are insufficient, emphasizing that broader cultural shifts are 

necessary to dismantle the patriarchal norms that sustain workplace harassment. 

Another critical insight is the impact of harassment on business strategies, particularly regarding 

industry selection and workplace policies. Participants like Shooq and Areej adopted pre-emptive 

measures to reduce their exposure to harassment, demonstrating how patriarchal constraints shape 

women’s entrepreneurial decisions. This reflects Collinson and Collinson’s (1996) argument that 
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when women 'step out of line' by entering male-dominated spaces, patriarchal resistance manifests 

through harassment as a form of social control. These avoidance-based strategies underscore the 

structural constraints on women’s entrepreneurial agency, reinforcing the need for institutional 

reforms and stronger workplace protections. 

In response to these findings, this study proposes a multi-level approach to addressing harassment 

in Saudi Arabia’s entrepreneurial landscape. First, policy interventions should strengthen the 

enforcement of anti-harassment laws and introduce clearer reporting mechanisms that protect 

women from professional retaliation. Second, awareness campaigns should challenge cultural 

stereotypes that blame women, emphasizing the importance of holding perpetrators accountable. 

Finally, business networks and mentoring initiatives should provide women with support 

structures to navigate gendered business environments while pushing for broader systemic change 

(Alkhaled, 2021). 

Overall, harassment remains a persistent barrier for Saudi female entrepreneurs, shaping their 

agency, business strategies, and professional interactions. Addressing this challenge requires not 

just legal interventions but also cultural and institutional transformations to create a safer and more 

inclusive entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

8.5 Female Entrepreneurs’ Identity 

8.5.1 Constructing Entrepreneurial Identity 

Entrepreneurial identity is not fixed; it is a dynamic process influenced by an individual’s personal 

history, social environment, and lived experiences (Gherardi, 2015). Identity plays a crucial role 

in how female entrepreneurs navigate opportunities, barriers, and self-perception in Saudi Arabia, 

where cultural norms, gender expectations, and familial roles remain deeply embedded (Alkhaled 

& Berglund, 2018). This study finds that women’s entrepreneurial identities are shaped in different 

ways, some female entrepreneurs have always seen themselves as business oriented, while others 

only developed an entrepreneurial identity after starting their business. 

For many women in this study, entrepreneurship was not simply a means of economic survival but 

a mechanism for identity construction and self-realization, aligning with social feminist theory, 
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which emphasizes the role of gendered socialization in shaping women’s experiences and 

opportunities (Ahl, 2006; Tlaiss & Kauser, 2019; Huq et al. 2020). Women’s entrepreneurial 

aspirations were influenced by their personal agency, the ability to make independent choices 

despite social constraints (McNay, 2000). However, this agency was often negotiated within 

patriarchal structures, requiring women to balance multiple, and sometimes conflicting, identities, 

such as being a mother, daughter, or wife, alongside being an entrepreneur. 

This study reveals two distinct patterns of entrepreneurial identity formation. First, some 

participants displayed a pre-existing entrepreneurial identity, having shown a natural talent for 

business from an early age. Their strong work ethic and business aspirations were often inspired 

by familial role models, particularly fathers or brothers who were business owners. This aligns 

with prior research suggesting that family members play a crucial role in shaping women’s 

entrepreneurial self-perception (Alshareef & Al-Dajani, 2024). These women saw 

entrepreneurship as an extension of their personal ambitions and were driven by a strong sense of 

independence and achievement (Obschonka et al., 2014). 

Second, other women discovered their entrepreneurial identity later, often after experiencing 

dissatisfaction with traditional employment or family expectations. These women entered business 

as a means of self-definition, rather than having a natural business drive from an early age. For 

some, entrepreneurship became a means of reconciling their personal and professional aspirations 

after facing identity crises or social limitations. Women in this study exercised practical agency, 

as they navigated and redefined gendered expectations rather than outright rejecting them. 

For many Saudi women, entrepreneurial identity intersects with familial and cultural expectations, 

requiring strategic negotiation. The findings show that mothers often delayed entrepreneurial 

ambitions until their children grew up, reinforcing that entrepreneurial pursuits do not necessarily 

replace traditional roles, but instead must be integrated within them. This aligns with research 

suggesting that women entrepreneurs often engage in "identity work" to balance personal and 

professional commitments (Zhang & Chun, 2017). Similarly, the findings reflect the 5M 

framework (Brush et al., 2009), where the "Motherhood" component highlights the influence of 

family obligations on entrepreneurial decision-making. 
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8.5.2 Entrepreneurial Identity and Cultural Constraints 

Women’s ability to adopt an entrepreneurial identity is significantly shaped by cultural 

expectations regarding modesty, gender segregation, and familial roles. Saudi Arabia remains a 

collectivist and highly judgmental society (Tawfiq & Ogle, 2022), where social approval plays a 

crucial role in shaping women’s entrepreneurial choices. This study confirms that many female 

entrepreneurs employed impression management strategies (Goffman, 1959) to align their 

businesses with societal expectations and reduce potential backlash. For instance, some women 

deliberately restricted their businesses to female-only environments, aligning with cultural norms 

of gender segregation. Others emphasized their roles as mothers and wives to justify their 

professional ambitions. 

Moreover, regional differences further shape entrepreneurial identity formation. This study finds 

that women in conservative regions (North and South) were more likely to experience pressure to 

conform to traditional expectations, whereas those in major cities like Riyadh and Jeddah had 

greater social acceptance of their entrepreneurial ambitions. This reflects intersectionality theory 

(Crenshaw, 1989), where gender intersects with class, and social norms to shape entrepreneurial 

experiences. The study’s findings align with Alshareef (2022), who argues that spatial and cultural 

contexts significantly influence the types of businesses women pursue and the societal responses 

they receive. 

8.5.3 Entrepreneurial Identity as a Form of Agency 

The findings demonstrate that entrepreneurial identity is not only a form of self-expression but 

also a tool through which Saudi women negotiate patriarchal expectations and assert agency. In 

line with McNay’s (2000) concept of "bounded agency," many participants’ entrepreneurial 

choices were influenced by familial or social conditions, demonstrating how agency is often 

constrained yet creatively exercised within structural limits. This aligns with Social Feminist 

Theory, which argues that women’s experiences of entrepreneurship are fundamentally shaped by 

societal expectations and relational goals (Calás, Smircich, & Bourne, 2009). For example, 

participants who relied on male guardians for financial or operational support often found their 
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agency limited, reinforcing traditional power structures even as they pursued economic 

independence. 

However, the study also highlights that entrepreneurial identity can be a powerful tool for 

challenging societal norms. By embracing an entrepreneurial identity, some women have been able 

to actively resist and reshape traditional gender roles. As demonstrated in the findings, several 

participants remained unmarried or divorced unsupportive spouses in order to fully embrace their 

entrepreneurial identity. This decision-making process reflects the concept of agency within the 

framework of Intersectional Feminism, which recognizes how gender, marital status, and social 

expectations intersect to shape women’s experiences. 

Additionally, Social Feminist Theory emphasizes that women’s entrepreneurial activities are often 

motivated by relational goals such as improving family well-being and contributing to their 

communities (Huq, Tan, & Venugopal, 2020). This was evident in cases where participants viewed 

entrepreneurship as a means to gain respect from their families and communities, even if their 

ventures had to conform to societal expectations. For instance, women in rural and conservative 

areas were more likely to establish businesses catering exclusively to women, reflecting how their 

entrepreneurial agency is negotiated within cultural norms. 

Furthermore, the findings demonstrate how entrepreneurial identity intersects with family identity. 

Women who embraced their entrepreneurial identity often had to navigate complex dynamics 

between their roles as business owners, mothers, wives, and daughters. While some participants 

successfully reconciled these identities, others found themselves compelled to choose between 

their entrepreneurial aspirations and societal expectations about female modesty and familial 

duties. The 5M Framework (Brush et al., 2009) is helpful in understanding these dynamics, 

particularly the “Motherhood” and “Macro” components. Women often framed their businesses as 

extensions of their familial roles, positioning their entrepreneurial activities as complementary 

rather than contradictory to their identities as mothers and wives. 

The findings also support Jamjoom and Mills (2023), who emphasize that Saudi women employ 

discreet resistance strategies rather than direct confrontation to challenge patriarchal narratives. 

This aligns with McNay’s (2000) critique of traditional agencies that fail to account for the ways 

women actively negotiate their circumstances rather than simply resisting them. Moreover, 
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Alshareef (2022) highlights how location influences agency, with urban women exhibiting greater 

flexibility in challenging gender norms compared to those in rural areas. 

The tension between empowerment and restriction is evident in the participants’ narratives, 

particularly in how they leverage their entrepreneurial identity to gain legitimacy and social 

acceptance. This contrast is critical for understanding how women’s agency is expressed and 

constrained within the broader cultural and social context of Saudi Arabia. Women in this study 

exercised creative adaptation rather than outright defiance, challenging patriarchal structures by 

working within acceptable boundaries. 

Moreover, the Social Feminist Theory perspective suggests that women’s agency in 

entrepreneurship is not just about economic independence but also about identity construction and 

validation. For many participants, entrepreneurial identity offered a pathway to assert their 

individuality and redefine their societal roles. This resonates with Alkhaled’s (2021) argument that 

Saudi women’s entrepreneurship can be seen as a form of subtle resistance or “activism in 

disguise.” Even when women conformed to societal expectations, their entrepreneurial efforts 

allowed them to create new identities that challenge traditional gender norms. 

Ultimately, the findings demonstrate that entrepreneurial identity serves as both a coping 

mechanism and a platform for empowerment. While some women use entrepreneurship as a 

strategy to reconcile conflicting identities, others actively challenge societal expectations to 

redefine their roles. This complex interplay between empowerment and restriction highlights the 

need for a nuanced understanding of agency, one that acknowledges how women navigate and 

transform the cultural, social, and familial landscapes in which they operate.  

8.5.4 The Role of Family and Male Guardians in Entrepreneurial Identity 

Formation 

Family plays a dual role in shaping female entrepreneurs’ identities, acting as both a source of 

support and a site of restriction. Many participants noted that having a business-oriented father or 

husband positively influenced their entrepreneurial self-perception, aligning with prior studies 

highlighting the importance of male mentors in patriarchal societies (Alshareef & Al-Dajani, 

2024). However, family support often came with conditions, reinforcing male authority over 
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women’s economic participation. Some participants were only permitted to start businesses if they 

catered exclusively to female customers or remained within culturally acceptable industries (e.g., 

beauty, fashion, childcare). 

This conditional support reflects the conflicting nature of male guardianship, where some men 

encouraged their wives or daughters to become entrepreneurs, yet simultaneously imposed 

restrictive boundaries that maintained traditional gender hierarchies (Aldossari & Murphy, 2023). 

This aligns with social feminist perspectives, which argue that women’s economic empowerment 

does not automatically lead to gender equality, as patriarchal structures adapt to maintain control 

(Ahl, 2006). 

8.5.5 Entrepreneurial Identity as Negotiation 

This study reinforces the argument that Saudi female entrepreneurs engage in ongoing identity 

work, constantly negotiating societal expectations, familial roles, and professional ambitions. 

While entrepreneurship offers a pathway for empowerment, it does not always lead to unrestricted 

autonomy, as many women must strategically align their entrepreneurial pursuits with cultural and 

familial norms. The findings contribute to social feminist scholarship, illustrating how Saudi 

women exercise situated agency, pushing the boundaries of gender norms while remaining within 

the broader framework of societal expectations. 

Entrepreneurial identity for Saudi women is thus flexible and adaptive. It is not a singular, fixed 

construct but a negotiated and evolving process, shaped by family, cultural expectations, and 

access to opportunities. While some women leverage business ownership to assert independence, 

others remain constrained by gendered power structures, highlighting the complex interplay 

between empowerment and restriction. 

8.5.6 Entrepreneurism as Escape 

This study highlights that for many Saudi female entrepreneurs, the motivation to start a business 

is not always rooted in a desire to fulfil an entrepreneurial identity but often emerges as a coping 

mechanism to escape restrictive or challenging personal circumstances. Women facing unhappy 

marriages, restrictive guardianship, grief, or limited professional opportunities, initiated 
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businesses as a means to reclaim control over their lives and construct a sense of self-worth and 

autonomy. This phenomenon aligns with McNay’s (2000) concept of bounded agency, where 

women exercise agency within restrictive societal structures, navigating societal expectations to 

pursue personal empowerment while operating within patriarchal frameworks. 

The findings of this study demonstrate that entrepreneurship is frequently employed as a tool for 

exercising agency when formal avenues of personal freedom are restricted. For instance, Waad, 

Asma, Johara, and Shooq did not necessarily perceive themselves as entrepreneurs at the beginning 

of their journeys. Instead, their entrepreneurial activities were driven by the need to escape difficult 

circumstances, reclaim personal autonomy, or find validation through economic independence. 

This resonates with Fitzsimmons et al. (2014), who argue that significant life events, such as family 

breakdowns or personal crises, often prompt women to seek alternative paths for empowerment 

and fulfilment through entrepreneurship. This also aligns with the findings of Krueger, Reilly, & 

Carsrud (2000), who state that a significant life crisis, such as a job loss or family breakdown, 

frequently serves as a catalyst for entrepreneurial efforts. The traumatic events or life disruptions 

women encounter can act as powerful motivators, pushing them to seek new pathways for personal 

and economic empowerment. 

Moreover, Alkhaled and Berglund (2018) highlight how Saudi women employ entrepreneurship 

as a means of resisting societal constraints in indirect ways. They argue that while these women 

are not openly challenging patriarchal norms, their entrepreneurial activities act as a form of 

strategic agency. This aligns well with Social Feminist Theory, which emphasizes that women’s 

entrepreneurial efforts are often shaped by their negotiation of gendered social norms rather than 

serve as complete rebellion against them (Ahl, 2006; Calás et al., 2009). 

Furthermore, Alkhaled (2021) illustrates that Saudi women’s entrepreneurial activities can be 

interpreted as forms of feminist solidarity and political activism. While not explicitly framed as 

resistance, these activities contribute to shifting societal expectations around women’s roles. This 

also ties into Intersectionality Theory (Crenshaw, 1989), which recognizes that the experiences of 

women entrepreneurs are shaped by overlapping factors. While women in urban centres may have 

greater opportunities to assert their agency through entrepreneurship, those in rural areas face 

additional layers of restriction. 
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In conclusion, the findings demonstrate that entrepreneurship serves as a form of constrained yet 

strategic agency, where women use business ownership as a pathway to regain control over their 

lives and challenge restrictive societal structures. Rather than completely breaking down 

patriarchal power structures, these women are finding ways to navigate them and express their 

identities within the limitations placed upon them. 

8.5.7 Traveling and Living Abroad 

This study further reveals that cultural exposure, whether through living abroad or interacting with 

diverse cultures within Saudi Arabia, significantly impacts female entrepreneurs' identity 

formation and their approach to business. These experiences enhance their ability to navigate 

gendered expectations, develop resilience, and effectively engage with broader societal changes. 

Participants such as Huda and Sarah demonstrate how exposure to different cultural norms through 

living abroad influenced their entrepreneurial identities and approaches to business. For instance, 

Huda's proficiency in English and familiarity with international business standards greatly 

facilitated her entrepreneurial journey, enabling her to negotiate both Saudi cultural expectations 

and professional challenges. Sarah's exposure to Western culture helped her balance work and 

family expectations by adopting a practical approach that acknowledged but did not entirely 

conform to societal norms. 

This finding aligns with Alshareef (2022), who emphasizes that spatial context plays a significant 

role in shaping women’s entrepreneurial experiences. Women in urban areas, such as Riyadh and 

Jeddah, are more likely to benefit from institutional support and progressive attitudes compared to 

those in rural or conservative areas. Intersectionality Theory (Crenshaw, 1989) helps to explain 

how women's experiences of entrepreneurship are shaped by overlapping factors, such as region, 

class, and cultural exposure. Women who have had the opportunity to interact with diverse cultures 

are often better equipped to navigate societal expectations and express their agency. 

Furthermore, the experiences of Lulu, who did not live abroad but regularly interacted with 

expatriates on Aramco compounds, highlight how cultural exposure within Saudi Arabia itself can 

significantly influence entrepreneurial identity. Lulu’s fearless attitude and determination to 

establish her business in a socially conservative environment demonstrate how women use their 
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entrepreneurial activities as a means of challenging and reshaping cultural norms, even if they do 

so subtly. 

The role of cultural exposure in shaping female entrepreneurial identity also aligns with Social 

Feminist Theory (Ahl, 2006), which posits that women’s entrepreneurship cannot be understood 

solely through economic or market-driven frameworks but must also consider the social, cultural, 

and familial contexts that shape their experiences. As women navigate various cultural influences, 

they are constantly negotiating their entrepreneurial identities, balancing their desire for 

empowerment with the societal expectations that seek to constrain them. 

Additionally, Tlaiss (2022) emphasizes that Saudi women entrepreneurs are not just passive 

recipients of reform but are actively shaping the cultural landscape by demonstrating resilience 

and adaptability in the face of societal expectations. This perspective aligns with McNay’s (2000) 

concept of agency, where women are seen as active agents who creatively navigate power 

structures rather than being completely restricted by them. 

The findings of this study suggest that cultural exposure enhances women’s capacity for exercising 

agency, enabling them to challenge restrictive gender norms and assert their entrepreneurial 

identities in creative ways. This dynamic interplay between cultural exposure and identity 

formation demonstrates how women strategically leverage their experiences to navigate societal 

constraints and advance their entrepreneurial goals. 

8.6 Differences and Changes in Regions 

The findings of this study reveal that regional disparities significantly shape the experiences of 

female entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia. Geographical location influences not only access to 

resources and opportunities but also how women negotiate cultural expectations and exercise 

agency. While legal reforms under Vision 2030 have aimed at promoting women’s 

entrepreneurship, the extent to which these reforms are embraced and implemented varies across 

different regions. 

Women living in urban areas such as Riyadh, Jeddah, and the Eastern Province generally 

experience more social acceptance of female entrepreneurship and benefit from greater access to 
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governmental support and business networks. These urban environments are characterized by 

relatively progressive attitudes toward female empowerment, allowing women to establish 

businesses that serve both male and female clients. This aligns with Intersectionality Theory 

(Crenshaw, 1989), which highlights how overlapping social categories, such as region, class, and 

gender, interact to shape individual experiences. Women in urban areas, particularly those with 

greater financial resources and higher educational attainment, are better positioned to leverage 

governmental reforms and economic opportunities compared to their counterparts in rural or 

conservative areas. 

The findings of this study reinforce the importance of class as a contextual factor influencing 

women’s entrepreneurial experiences in Saudi Arabia. Drawing on the concept of intersectionality, 

class, understood here as a combination of socio-economic status, educational background, and 

tribal or family affiliations, intersects with gender, region, and family expectations in complex 

ways. While most participants accessed similar government funding mechanisms, class appeared 

to shape other forms of support. For example, some women from well-known families benefited 

from informal privileges, such as easier access to commercial spaces through private landlords or 

smoother bureaucratic processes due to their family name. In contrast, two participants mentioned 

their lack of influential family background hindered their ability to secure support from community 

influencers. These examples suggest that class in Saudi Arabia is not solely about financial capital 

but is deeply embedded in social status, networks, and reputation (Al-Rasheed, 2013; Al-Khateeb, 

2014; Meijer, 2020). This finding supports and expands existing literature by showing how class-

based privilege functions subtly, often through interpersonal or reputational channels, shaping not 

only access to resources but also the legitimacy and ease with which women can operate 

entrepreneurial ventures within patriarchal frameworks. 

However, the findings also emphasize that women in the Northern and Southern regions face 

heightened cultural restrictions. This is consistent with Alshareef and Al-Dajani (2024), who 

demonstrate how conservative regions of Saudi Arabia impose stricter cultural expectations that 

complicate women's efforts to participate in entrepreneurship. In these areas, female entrepreneurs 

tend to establish women-only businesses, aligning their ventures with societal expectations of 

modesty and gender segregation. As Tlaiss (2022) notes, Saudi women often act as agents of 
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change by creating spaces that empower other women, even when operating within culturally 

restrictive frameworks. 

The persistence of cultural norms rooted in patriarchal expectations poses challenges for female 

entrepreneurs, particularly in non-urban areas where traditional gender roles remain dominant. The 

findings suggest that women in these regions often adopt adaptive strategies to navigate social 

expectations. For example, Waad, Asma, Johara, and Shooq demonstrated how entrepreneurship 

can be a form of strategic agency (McNay, 2000) to escape restrictive social structures and claim 

economic independence. These women are not necessarily rejecting cultural norms outright; 

rather, they are selectively negotiating their identities to achieve personal and professional 

autonomy. 

The application of Social Feminism (Ahl, 2006; Calás et al., 2009) further supports the 

interpretation that women’s entrepreneurship in these conservative regions is often framed within 

familial and community expectations. Many women seek to align their entrepreneurial pursuits 

with acceptable social roles, presenting their businesses as extensions of their familial duties or 

community service. This finding is consistent with Aldossari & Chaudhry (2024), who argue that 

women's entrepreneurial agency is frequently shaped by social and familial expectations rather 

than entirely autonomous decision-making. 

Additionally, the findings reveal that exposure to different cultures through travel or living abroad 

has a significant impact on how women conceptualize their entrepreneurial identities. This is 

evident in the experiences of participants such as Hanan, Maha, and Huda, who had either lived 

abroad or been exposed to multicultural environments within Saudi Arabia. Such exposure 

facilitated the development of more confident entrepreneurial identities, enabling these women to 

challenge and negotiate the expectations of their conservative societies. This finding aligns with 

Tlaiss (2022), who highlights how Saudi women entrepreneurs actively shape social change by 

creating new norms and expectations through their business practices. 

The 5M Framework (Brush et al., 2009) provides a useful lens for understanding these regional 

differences. From a “Macro” perspective, governmental reforms aimed at promoting women’s 

entrepreneurship are more accessible to women in urban areas, while those in rural regions face 

greater challenges. The “Market” aspect highlights the limited availability of resources and 
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opportunities for female entrepreneurs in conservative areas, where establishing businesses that 

serve both genders is often met with resistance. The “Management” dimension is evident in the 

strategies employed by women to navigate social expectations and establish their entrepreneurial 

identities. The “Motherhood” aspect continues to influence women’s entrepreneurial motivations 

and practices, particularly in regions where family expectations remain more traditional. 

Furthermore, the findings suggest that the government's efforts to promote women's 

entrepreneurship through financial assistance and training are not equally accessible across all 

regions. Interestingly, all of female entrepreneurs in the Northern area that were interviewed 

reported benefiting from government assistance, including financial aid and training provided by 

the Chamber of Commerce. This finding raises important questions about the extent to which 

regional disparities influence the effectiveness of governmental support. As noted by Al-Asfour et 

al. (2017), while formal policies may promote gender equality, their implementation is often 

uneven, reflecting broader structural inequalities within Saudi society. 

The persistence of regional disparities in women’s entrepreneurial experiences highlights the need 

for a more nuanced understanding of how social and cultural contexts shape agency. 

Intersectionality Theory (Crenshaw, 1989) is particularly relevant in this regard, as it emphasizes 

how gender intersects with other social categories, such as region and class, to influence women’s 

ability to exercise agency. The findings also support McNay’s (2000) concept of constrained 

agency, where women’s entrepreneurial activities are shaped by broader social structures even as 

they attempt to establish their own identities. 

Overall, the findings confirm that regional differences continue to play a significant role in shaping 

the entrepreneurial experiences of Saudi women. While governmental reforms under Vision 2030 

have opened new opportunities, cultural and social barriers remain, particularly in conservative 

areas where patriarchal norms are more deeply entrenched. This highlights the ongoing tension 

between formal policy changes and the gradual evolution of societal attitudes, a dynamic that 

continues to influence how women navigate the entrepreneurial landscape. 
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8.7 Chapter Summary  

This chapter discussed the research findings by connecting participants' experiences with existing 

literature and theoretical frameworks, particularly agency theory, social feminism, 

intersectionality theory, and the 5M framework. The findings illustrate the complex interplay 

between societal expectations, family dynamics, cultural norms, and legal reforms in shaping the 

entrepreneurial experiences of Saudi women. 

Family dynamics emerged as a critical factor influencing female entrepreneurship, operating as 

both a barrier and a motivator. Patriarchal norms continue to constrain women’s autonomy, 

particularly in less developed regions where family permission and gender segregation remain 

strong. However, family support, particularly from male guardians, also serves as a vital resource 

enabling women's entrepreneurial efforts. The findings highlight how women strategically 

navigate familial expectations to gain approval for their businesses, demonstrating constrained 

agency as they negotiate cultural norms rather than openly challenging them. 

The study also emphasized the impact of recent regulatory changes under Vision 2030, which have 

created new opportunities for women’s economic participation. Legal reforms, such as easing 

guardianship restrictions and allowing women to drive, have facilitated female entrepreneurship, 

particularly in urban areas. However, cultural acceptance of these reforms remains uneven, with 

less developed regions showing greater resistance. This gap highlights the concept of cultural lag 

(Ogburn, 1922), where formal regulations change faster than societal attitudes. 

Furthermore, the findings indicate that sexual harassment remains a persistent challenge for Saudi 

women entrepreneurs, particularly in male-dominated spaces. Despite the introduction of the Anti-

Harassment Law in 2018, cultural stigmas and societal victim-blaming discourage many women 

from reporting harassment, especially in conservative regions. Women adopt various coping 

strategies, such as self-policing their appearance and limiting interactions with male clients, which 

highlight how agency is shaped and constrained by societal norms. 

Entrepreneurial identity also emerged as a key theme, with women’s experiences shaped by their 

personal histories, familial influences, and exposure to different cultures. For some, 

entrepreneurship serves as a form of agency to escape restrictive circumstances or assert their 
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identity in a patriarchal society. Women who lived abroad or were exposed to diverse cultural 

experiences exhibited a stronger sense of entrepreneurial identity and confidence in challenging 

societal expectations. These findings align with social feminist theory, which emphasizes how 

women’s agency is exercised within the boundaries of gendered power structures. 

Additionally, the study revealed regional disparities in how women experience entrepreneurship. 

Urban areas offer greater opportunities for women to challenge traditional gender norms, while 

less developed areas present more rigid cultural barriers. Notably, government financial support is 

more accessible in the Northern region, providing an essential resource for female entrepreneurs 

to navigate societal expectations and establish their businesses. 

The findings highlight the importance of region-specific policies that address the unique 

challenges faced by female entrepreneurs across Saudi Arabia. While Vision 2030 has introduced 

positive changes, its effectiveness varies across geographical and cultural contexts. Policymakers 

must consider these variations when designing interventions to support women’s entrepreneurship, 

ensuring that cultural and social barriers are addressed alongside legal reforms. 

The persistence of cultural barriers and gendered power structures demonstrates that while women 

exercise agency through entrepreneurship, their autonomy remains shaped by broader societal 

forces. Acknowledging these complexities is essential for developing more inclusive policies that 

effectively support Saudi women entrepreneurs across all regions. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusion 
 

9.1 Introduction 

This thesis has explored female entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia, with a focus on understanding 

how family dynamics, cultural and regional differences, entrepreneurial identity, and government 

policies intersect to shape women’s entrepreneurial experiences. The research aimed to provide a 

comprehensive examination of female entrepreneurship across the diverse regions of Saudi Arabia, 

covering the Northern, Southern, Central, Eastern, and Western areas. This approach allowed for 

a nuanced analysis of how women’s motivations, challenges, and strategies differ based on their 

geographical and social contexts. 

The findings of this research contribute to the broader discourse on female entrepreneurship by 

offering new insights into how Saudi women navigate cultural expectations, family obligations, 

and institutional frameworks to pursue entrepreneurial aspirations. Moreover, it highlights the 

importance of considering regional disparities and socio-cultural dynamics when formulating 

policies to support female entrepreneurs. This chapter will summarize the key findings, discuss 

their theoretical and practical implications, acknowledge the study’s limitations, suggest avenues 

for future research, and present final reflections. 

9.2 Summary of Key Findings 

The findings of this study reveal that Saudi female entrepreneurs' experiences are shaped by 

multiple intersecting factors, including family expectations, societal norms, government policies, 

and regional differences. 

Family dynamics emerged as both barriers and motivators. While patriarchal norms continue to 

restrict women's autonomy, supportive male guardians can facilitate business success by providing 

financial and emotional backing. However, this support is often conditional, reflecting broader 

gendered expectations. This was particularly evident in the Northern and Southern regions, where 

women often conform to traditional norms while negotiating their entrepreneurial activities. 
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Cultural expectations also play a critical role. In more conservative areas, women tend to establish 

businesses that cater exclusively to female clients, aligning with societal expectations of modesty 

and gender segregation. Conversely, women in urban areas such as Riyadh and Jeddah benefit 

from more progressive attitudes, enabling them to challenge cultural norms more readily. 

Nonetheless, socialization processes remain deeply embedded in Saudi culture, especially in non-

urban regions, where conservative values persist despite legal reforms. 

The research also found that harassment continues to be a significant challenge, particularly for 

women working in mixed-gender environments or unconventional sectors. Although legal 

measures have been implemented to address harassment, societal stigma surrounding the issue 

persists, particularly in conservative areas where reporting harassment is still considered taboo. 

Entrepreneurial identity emerged as a complex and evolving construct. Some women are driven 

by pre-existing entrepreneurial aspirations, while others develop their entrepreneurial identity 

through their experiences. For some, entrepreneurship serves as a means of asserting agency and 

autonomy within restrictive social structures. Women in this study demonstrated agency by 

actively shaping their entrepreneurial identities to navigate societal expectations and family 

obligations. 

This study also contributes to a more detailed understanding of how class functions in the Saudi 

context. By conceptualising class as a combination of socio-economic status, educational 

background, and family or tribal affiliation, the findings reveal that women’s access to support and 

legitimacy in entrepreneurship is not only shaped by gender and region, but also by social 

reputation and lineage. This reinforces the importance of adopting an intersectional lens that 

captures how class-based privilege and marginalisation interact with other factors to shape 

women’s entrepreneurial agency. 

Government policies, particularly those introduced under Vision 2030, have positively impacted 

female entrepreneurship by providing financial support, simplifying administrative processes, and 

promoting gender equality. However, the effectiveness of these reforms varies across regions. In 

the Northern region, government assistance has been particularly effective in promoting women’s 

entrepreneurial activities, while in the Southern region, cultural resistance remains a significant 

barrier. 
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9.3 Theoretical Contributions 

This study makes significant contributions to the wider field of female entrepreneurship by 

addressing theoretical gaps identified in the literature review and extending existing frameworks 

to the context of Saudi female entrepreneurs. By drawing on Feminist Conceptualizations of 

Agency (McNay, 2000; Martin, 2004), Social Feminism (Huq et al., 2020; Ahl, 2006; Calás et al., 

2009), Intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989), Push-Pull Theory (Kuhn & Schuetze, 1998; Zgheib, 

2018), and the 5M Framework (Brush et al., 2009), this research provides a comprehensive 

understanding of how Saudi women navigate complex socio-cultural landscapes to establish their 

entrepreneurial identities and assert their agency. The following sections detail how each 

framework has been supported, challenged, or extended by the findings of this study. 

The concept of agency used in this research is grounded in Feminist and Sociological Theory, 

particularly the work of McNay (2000) and Martin (2004). Agency here refers to the capacity of 

individuals to act independently and make choices, even when operating within restrictive social 

and cultural structures. This perspective emphasizes strategic negotiation, adaptation, and subtle 

resistance rather than outright defiance. The findings reveal that although women’s agency is often 

constrained by familial and societal expectations, entrepreneurship provides a means for them to 

assert their agency within these limitations. Rather than perceiving agency as a binary construct of 

either compliance or rebellion, this study illustrates that agency can be exercised within traditional 

frameworks through strategic engagement and adaptation. This aligns with McNay’s (2000) 

concept of “bounded agency,” where agency is not entirely constrained nor completely liberated 

but instead operates within the intersections of structural limitations and individual actions. By 

demonstrating that agency can be exercised within traditional frameworks rather than solely by 

defying them, the study contributes to feminist conceptualizations of agency by illustrating how 

women creatively navigate power structures rather than being entirely dominated by them. 

Furthermore, this study highlights the adaptability and resilience of Saudi women in asserting their 

agency within culturally specific and patriarchal contexts, thereby addressing literature gaps 

regarding how agency functions in restrictive environments (McNay, 2000; Tlaiss, 2015; Al-

Dajani & Marlow, 2013). 
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The integration of Social Feminism in this study emphasizes how Saudi female entrepreneurs’ 

experiences are shaped by cultural, familial, and social structures. Building on the work of Huq et 

al. (2020), Ahl (2006), and Calás et al. (2009), this research demonstrates that women strategically 

align their entrepreneurial ventures with socially accepted roles to gain legitimacy and autonomy. 

By focusing on adaptation rather than confrontation, the findings extend Social Feminist theory by 

showing how women exercise agency within conservative societies through subtle negotiation 

rather than direct challenges to patriarchal norms. This contributes to existing literature by 

providing insights into how female entrepreneurs reconcile business ambitions with traditional 

expectations in culturally specific contexts, highlighting the importance of culturally situated 

forms of agency. 

This study also makes a contribution through its application of Intersectionality Theory by 

illustrating how gender intersects with regional, class, and cultural differences to produce unique 

entrepreneurial challenges and opportunities. While Crenshaw’s (1989) theory emphasizes how 

overlapping systems of power create diverse experiences, this research highlights how regional 

disparities within Saudi Arabia significantly influence women’s entrepreneurial experiences. The 

findings demonstrate that women in urban areas encounter more progressive attitudes and 

institutional support, whereas those in conservative regions face increased social policing and 

resistance. By highlighting these regional disparities, the study challenges oversimplified 

portrayals of Saudi female entrepreneurs and addresses gaps in the literature concerning regional 

and cultural diversity within intersectional frameworks. Moreover, it underscores how 

intersectional factors such as region, class, and cultural exposure collectively shape women’s 

entrepreneurial agency. 

Regarding Push-Pull Theory, this study offers critical insights by challenging the simplistic 

categorization of entrepreneurial motivations as either push (necessity-driven) or pull 

(opportunity-driven). The findings reveal that motivations are multifaceted and dynamic, with 

many women experiencing a blend of push and pull factors simultaneously. For instance, while 

personal crises such as difficult marriages or financial struggles align with push factors, many 

participants also pursue entrepreneurship for self-fulfilment, financial independence, and identity 

formation, which align with pull factors. This complexity extends Push-Pull Theory by 

demonstrating that motivational drivers are not fixed categories but rather interact and evolve over 
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time. Additionally, the availability of institutional support, such as government funding and 

reforms under Vision 2030, facilitates the transition from push-motivated entrepreneurship to pull-

motivated entrepreneurship. These findings respond to gaps in the literature concerning 

motivational complexity and illustrate the fluid nature of entrepreneurial motivations in 

conservative societies (Zgheib, 2018; Itani et al., 2011; Roomi & Parrott, 2008). 

The application of the 5M Framework (Brush et al., 2009) further enriches the theoretical 

contributions of this study by contextualizing its components, Market, Money, Management, 

Motherhood, and Macro/Meso environmental factors, within the Saudi entrepreneurial landscape. 

The findings challenge traditional interpretations of “Motherhood” by showing that it extends 

beyond balancing family and business responsibilities to include broader familial expectations and 

social norms. Additionally, the “Macro” dimension is significantly shaped by institutional reforms 

under Vision 2030, which have expanded opportunities for female entrepreneurs but are not 

uniformly accessible across regions. 

This study contributes theoretically by refining and recontextualizing the “Motherhood” 

component of the 5M Framework, showing that in the Saudi context it reflects a culturally 

embedded set of social obligations beyond maternal roles. Moreover, it extends the “Macro” 

dimension by illustrating how national reforms are filtered through localised socio-cultural 

structures, particularly in tribal and rural regions. These refinements offer a stronger lens for 

applying the 5M model in conservative or patriarchal societies, where institutional change does 

not always translate into social change. 

This integration of intersectional perspectives into the 5M Framework offers a deeper 

understanding of how cultural and regional differences influence entrepreneurial experiences, 

thereby filling gaps in the literature regarding the applicability of the 5M Framework in 

conservative societies. 

Overall, this study contributes to the wider field of female entrepreneurship by offering a more 

comprehensive understanding of how Saudi women navigate entrepreneurial pathways within 

culturally specific contexts. By explicitly linking its findings to existing theories, the research 

provides a robust theoretical framework that supports, challenges, and extends current 

conceptualizations of agency, social structures, intersectionality, motivational drivers, and 
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institutional frameworks, particularly those shaped by recent policy reforms such as Saudi Arabia’s 

Vision 2030. 

9.4 Practical Implications 

The findings of this study have significant implications for policy makers, educational institutions, 

and entrepreneurship support organizations seeking to empower Saudi women entrepreneurs. 

These practical implications are particularly crucial in the context of Vision 2030’s objectives to 

enhance female economic participation and promote gender equality in the business environment. 

From a policy-making perspective, the study highlights the importance of region-specific 

interventions. Policymakers should recognize that female entrepreneurs in less developed regions, 

particularly the Northern and Southern areas, face unique challenges compared to their 

counterparts in urban centres like Riyadh and Jeddah. In these conservative regions, cultural norms 

and familial expectations heavily influence women’s entrepreneurial activities. Therefore, policies 

aimed at supporting female entrepreneurship should be tailored to address localized cultural 

dynamics. This requires working closely with community leaders and family members to promote 

acceptance of women’s business ventures, especially in areas where traditional norms are more 

pronounced. 

The government’s role in providing financial support through the Chamber of Commerce and other 

institutions has been shown to positively influence women’s entrepreneurial efforts, particularly 

in the Northern region. Expanding such financial support mechanisms to other underserved areas 

could significantly enhance women's access to capital and resources. Additionally, targeted 

mentorship programs aimed at building women’s business skills and confidence could further 

empower female entrepreneurs, particularly those operating in sectors where cultural resistance 

remains strong. 

Furthermore, the findings emphasize the need for awareness campaigns that not only promote 

female entrepreneurship but also educate families and communities about the broader economic 

and social benefits of women’s business ownership. Creating a supportive social environment is 

essential for enabling women to exercise agency and pursue their entrepreneurial aspirations. 

Additionally, efforts to combat cultural stereotypes surrounding gender roles should be prioritized. 
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This includes promoting positive narratives of successful female entrepreneurs through media 

channels and public forums. 

The findings of this study also call for improved legal frameworks to protect female entrepreneurs 

from harassment and ensure their safety in business environments. Despite the introduction of the 

Anti-Harassment Law in 2018, cultural and social norms continue to discourage women from 

reporting incidents of harassment. Policymakers should implement culturally sensitive awareness 

programs that encourage women to assert their rights without fear of cultural backlash. 

Additionally, creating accessible reporting mechanisms and support systems for victims of 

harassment is essential for promoting a safer and more inclusive entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

In the Southern region, female entrepreneurs who have been exposed to diverse cultural 

experiences, either through living abroad or interacting with more liberal communities, 

demonstrate the potential to act as agents of change. Policies that leverage this potential should 

focus on promoting mentorship and networking opportunities for women with broader cultural 

perspectives. Additionally, providing financial incentives for women-led businesses that 

contribute to social change could further empower these entrepreneurs to challenge traditional 

norms and serve as role models for younger women. 

For both the Northern and Southern regions, policymakers should acknowledge the persistent 

preference for women-only businesses as a culturally sensitive approach to entrepreneurship. 

While Vision 2030 has made great strides in promoting gender equality, the societal acceptance of 

female entrepreneurs remains uneven across the country. To address this issue, policy 

interventions must be context-specific, recognizing the diversity of women’s experiences and 

aspirations within Saudi Arabia. 

The effectiveness of existing government initiatives, such as the Chamber of Commerce’s financial 

support programs, demonstrates the importance of providing tailored assistance to female 

entrepreneurs. Policymakers should consider exporting? successful models from the Northern 

region to other parts of the country. Additionally, promoting accessible, high-quality training 

programs can equip women with the knowledge and skills necessary to navigate business 

challenges.  
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Lastly, while Vision 2030 has successfully initiated legal reforms to enhance female participation 

in the workforce, cultural transformation remains a gradual process. This study’s findings 

emphasize the need for sustained efforts to align policy reforms with cultural acceptance. 

Policymakers must continue to promote legal awareness and encourage societal acceptance of 

women’s economic participation through targeted educational initiatives, public awareness 

campaigns, and community engagement. 

Overall, this study highlights the importance of a comprehensive and culturally sensitive approach 

to supporting female entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia. By addressing the specific needs and 

challenges faced by women in different regions, policymakers can contribute to the advancement 

of gender equality, economic empowerment, and a more inclusive entrepreneurial landscape across 

the nation. 

9.5 Limitations & Future Research 

Despite its comprehensive scope, this study has several limitations that must be acknowledged. 

First, the qualitative nature of the research, while providing rich, context-specific insights, limits 

the generalizability of the findings. The in-depth interviews capture the personal experiences of a 

select group of Saudi female entrepreneurs; however, the small sample size means that the results 

cannot be extrapolated to all female entrepreneurs across Saudi Arabia. Additionally, the uneven 

distribution of participants from different regions may affect the comprehensiveness of the 

findings. While the study successfully covered urban areas like Riyadh and Jeddah, as well as more 

conservative and less-developed regions like the North and South, the overall sample size was not 

proportionally balanced across these locations. 

Another limitation involves the scope of the research, which did not extensively examine economic 

factors or financial challenges beyond their connection to family dynamics and cultural norms. 

Additionally, while the research incorporated multiple theoretical frameworks, the focus was 

predominantly on agency, identity construction, family dynamics, and socio-cultural norms, rather 

than on broader economic or policy-related theories. Furthermore, the study's methodology relied 

exclusively on interviews, which could result in biased responses due to participants' personal 

perceptions and willingness to discuss sensitive topics. 
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Given these limitations, future research should strive for a more balanced sample size across 

various regions of Saudi Arabia, particularly focusing on underrepresented areas like the North 

and South. Comparative studies examining women’s entrepreneurial experiences in urban versus 

rural regions could provide a more nuanced understanding of regional disparities in 

entrepreneurship. Additionally, considering the rapidly evolving socio-economic landscape of 

Saudi Arabia, longitudinal research would be valuable for tracking the development of female 

entrepreneurship over time. Such studies could reveal how shifts in legal, cultural, and economic 

frameworks influence women’s entrepreneurial experiences and identities. 

While this study primarily focused on cultural, familial, and identity-related aspects of female 

entrepreneurship, future research should delve deeper into economic factors such as access to 

finance, government-backed loans, and the impact of economic policies on women’s businesses. 

Examining these aspects would contribute to a more holistic understanding of women’s 

entrepreneurial journeys in Saudi Arabia. Although this research highlighted the positive and 

negative impacts of Vision 2030 reforms, more comprehensive studies are needed to assess the 

long-term effects of these reforms on female entrepreneurship. Future research could examine how 

specific initiatives under Vision 2030 contribute to reducing gender disparities and promoting 

women’s economic empowerment. 

Future studies should also adopt a more explicit intersectional approach to examine how various 

social categories, including gender, class, tribe, region, and family background, intersect to 

influence women’s entrepreneurial experiences. This could help identify particular groups of 

women who may face compounded disadvantages due to their intersecting identities. Comparative 

research investigating how the experiences of Saudi female entrepreneurs differ from those of 

women in other Middle Eastern countries undergoing similar socio-economic transitions could 

also offer valuable insights into how national policies and cultural norms shape women’s 

entrepreneurship in various contexts. 

Another area of interest for future research is the growing significance of digital platforms in 

business operations, particularly how women leverage digital technologies to overcome cultural, 

logistical, and financial barriers. This area is especially relevant for women in conservative regions 

where mobility and social interactions are more restricted. Additionally, research could explore 
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specific industries or business types that have not yet been widely studied, such as tech 

entrepreneurship, social enterprises, and creative industries, to provide a broader understanding of 

how women are navigating new and emerging sectors. 

While this study focused on female entrepreneurs, future research could examine how male 

guardians perceive and influence women’s entrepreneurship. Understanding their perspectives 

could offer valuable insights for developing policies aimed at promoting greater acceptance of 

female entrepreneurship across all regions. Additionally, considering the sensitive nature of sexual 

harassment and its impact on women’s business experiences, future research should delve deeper 

into how harassment affects female entrepreneurs’ business growth, decision-making, and 

emotional well-being. It would also be essential to explore how legal reforms and awareness 

campaigns influence women’s ability to report and address harassment. 

9.6 Final Thoughts 

This thesis has aimed to deepen our understanding of female entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia, 

particularly by examining the experiences of women across diverse regions and socio-cultural 

settings. By engaging with theoretical frameworks such as Agency, Social Feminism, 

Intersectionality, and the 5M Framework, this study has provided nuanced insights into the ways 

Saudi women navigate, negotiate, and reshape their entrepreneurial identities within the constraints 

of patriarchal norms. The findings highlight how family dynamics, societal expectations, 

geographical differences, and evolving legal frameworks intersect to shape women's 

entrepreneurial experiences. 

Importantly, this research has demonstrated that Saudi women entrepreneurs are not passive 

recipients of reform; they actively engage in a process of identity negotiation, exercising agency 

in ways that are both constrained and enabled by their social environments. The study’s findings 

challenge simplistic narratives of oppression versus empowerment, emphasizing instead how 

women strategically operate within, and sometimes beyond, established socio-cultural structures. 

This dynamic interplay between agency and constraint highlights the complexity of female 

entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia, contributing valuable insights to the broader field of female 

entrepreneurship studies. 
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Furthermore, the study's implications extend beyond theoretical contributions. It provides practical 

recommendations for policymakers aimed at creating a more inclusive and supportive 

entrepreneurial landscape for women across Saudi Arabia. As the Kingdom continues to evolve 

under Vision 2030, this research highlights the importance of addressing regional disparities, 

cultural perceptions, and institutional barriers to ensure that all women can fully participate in the 

economic and social transformation of their country. 

Ultimately, this thesis has highlighted the resilience, creativity, and determination of Saudi female 

entrepreneurs. It is hoped that the insights generated from this research will inspire future studies, 

inform policy interventions, and contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of female 

entrepreneurship, both within Saudi Arabia and beyond. 
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Appendix  
 

Appendix 1 
 

Culture – Guardianship- -Acceptance of women being entrepreneurs.  
Family -Marital Status – Children -Trust -Supports 
Identity – Experiences- -Circumstance- Goals   
 
Interview Questions:  
 

1- To help us to get to know each other, please tell me about the history of your life?  
2- How did you start your business? Regulations- Motivations 
3- What makes you choose specifically this sort of business? Sector 
4- Please describe how you perceive yourself and your role in the family since becoming an 

entrepreneur? did your perception of this role change as a result of becoming an 
entrepreneur?  Family- Identity  

5- Please describe how you perceive yourself and your role in the community and in the 
society since becoming an entrepreneur? did your perception of this role change as a 
result of becoming an entrepreneur?  Family- Identity  

6- How would you describe your family’s support for your plan to become an 
entrepreneur? Family- Support 

7- who is the most supportive person for you? Support 
8- Do you think having close relative who is running their own businesses could impact you 

as entrepreneur?   
9- How do you see the impact of the change in society in you and your business? 
10- How do you see the impact of the change in the guardianship system on female 

entrepreneur?     
11- What is the idea behind this enterprise? (for example, wealth creation, self-

improvement, benefit)? Motivations     
12- How long did it take you to plan for this enterprise? Regulations  
13- What was the process in order to start up your business? Regulations  
14- What type of obstacles did you face when you start up your business? obstacles 
15- What is the main problem you faced in starting up a business? obstacles 
16- How can you overcome these obstacles? Support- background  
17- Do you have plans to expand your business? Development of the business   
18- How do you think culture impact on Saudi female and their business? Culture  
19- What are the external pressures that you have encountered, and how does it affect the 

environment of your business?  Culture- regulations 
20- Does your tribe helps or hinder you in any way to start and success your business?  
21- If not answer #20, Do you think being belong to a specific tribe may help or hinder 

female entrepreneur in your region or in other regions?   Different regions 
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Appendix 2 
 
 
 
 
Information Sheet and consent statement  
 

University of East Anglia 
Norwich, United Kingdom  

 
Research Project Title:             Female Entrepreneurs; Motivations, Challenges, and Experience  
                                                  in the Saudi Arabia Context 
Version Date:                            1/8/2019 
 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Bushra Alturki doctoral candidate 
under the direction of Professor Sara Connolly and Dr. Susan Sayce of Norwich Business School 
at University of East Anglia (UEA). The purpose of this study is to understand what motivates 
and challenges women to become entrepreneurs, and to learn from their experience in the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA). Taking part in this research study is entirely voluntary, if you 
choose to take part in this study you will be asked to participate in an interview.  The total 
amount of time you will be spent and connecting with this study is approximately 60 minutes on 
face-to-face interview. You may refuse to answer any of the questions and you may stop the 
interview at any time. With your agreement, the interview will be recorded using audio recorder. 
 
Although you will not receive a financial compensation for your participation in the study, there 
will be benefits to not only to science but also to Saudi women entrepreneurs. For example, the 
findings from the study will add to the body of the literature on women entrepreneurs in the 
context of Saudi Arabia. This exploration has implications for understanding the beneficial 
method and practices used in women owned and managed businesses, particularly those which 
have been helpful in overcoming any difficulties operating a business within the normative 
structure.  
 
This research received ethics approval 17 November 2019 and is fully compliant with the 
university code of practice (https://portal.uea.ac.uk/rin/research-integrity/research-
ethics/research-ethics-policy).  You can participate in this interview with our full assurance that 
your personal data will not be disclosed and that your anonymity is guaranteed. Our study is 
fully compliant with the General Data Protection Regulation 
(https://portal.uea.ac.uk/information-services/strategy-planning-and-compliance/regulations-and-
policies/information-regulations-and-policies/data-protection/further-information). The risks of 
participating in this study are minimal. Every effort will be made to keep your information 

https://portal.uea.ac.uk/rin/research-integrity/research-ethics/research-ethics-policy)
https://portal.uea.ac.uk/rin/research-integrity/research-ethics/research-ethics-policy)
https://portal.uea.ac.uk/information-services/strategy-planning-and-compliance/regulations-and-policies/information-regulations-and-policies/data-protection/further-information
https://portal.uea.ac.uk/information-services/strategy-planning-and-compliance/regulations-and-policies/information-regulations-and-policies/data-protection/further-information
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confidential. All data collected will be saved with pseudonyms in a password protected file 
within a password protected computer. All findings will be presented in aggregated form and any 
direct quotation that will be used will be selected in such a way that recognition of the 
participants or their affiliation is not possible. If the results of this research study are reported in 
a journal or at academic conferences, the people who participated in this study and their 
affiliation will not be identified.  
 
By agreeing to the interview, you are giving consent for us to use your data for the purposes of 
the research described above. It is important for you to know that your anonymity is guaranteed 
and the answers you give will not be used for any other purpose.   
 
Further information regarding this study may be obtained by contacting Bushra Alturki at 
b.alturki@uea.ac.uk ,  +44(0)7367278668 or +966 505578000, or Professor Sara Connolly at 
sara.connolly@uea.ac.uk,  
 
Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again.  
 
Participant’s Name: ………………………….…. Signature: ………………. Date………. 
 
Researcher’s Name: ………………………….…. Signature: ………………. Date………. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

mailto:b.alturki@uea.ac.uk


280 
 

 
 
 
Consent Form   
 
Research project title:  Female Entrepreneurs; Motivations, Challenges, and Experiences 
in the Saudi Arabia Context 

 
 Researcher:    Bushra Alturki   
 

 Contact details: Phone: +44(0)7367278668 or +966 
505578000  
Email: b.alturki@uea.ac.uk  or  bushramt@hotmail.com  

 
 
This consent form is designed to check that you understand the purpose of the research and you 
are aware of your rights as a participant and to confirm that you are willing to take part in the 
study. 
 
 
Please tick as appropriate: 
 

1. I have received sufficient information about the study for me to decide whether to take 
part. 

2. I understand that I am free to refuse to take part if I wish. 
3. I understand that I may withdraw from the study at any time without having to provide 

any reasons. 
4. I know I can ask further information about the study from the researcher. 
5. I know that it will not be possible to identify any individual respondent in the study 

report, including myself. 
6. I agree to take part in the study. 
7. I agree to record the interview using audio recorder.   

 
 
 
Participant’s Name: ………………………….…. Signature: ………………. Date………. 
 
Researcher’s Name: ………………………….…. Signature: ………………. Date………. 
 
 

 

 

mailto:b.alturki@uea.ac.uk
mailto:bushramt@hotmail.com
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Appendix 2- Arabic  
 

 

 

 

 ةقفاوملا نا#-و تامولعم ةق#ثو

 ا/لجنأ تس)إ ةعماج

 ةدحتملا ة:لمملا ،ش34ورون

	يدوعسلا	قایسلا	يف	ةربخلاو	تایدحتلاو	عفاودلا	؛لامعلأا	تادئار	:يثحبلا	عورشملا	ناونع

	1/8/2019	:ةخسنلا	خیرات
 

01 ةكراشملل كتوعد تمت
 تحت ەاروتكدلا ةجرد Jع لوصحلل ةحشرملا DEF2لا ىAB@ اهضرعتس9 ة8ثح5 ةسارد 2

01 لامعلأل ش`_ورون ة8ل^ نم سZاس نازوس Uةروتكدلاو W2ونوك ةراس UةروسفوDQلا فاOBإ
 ا8لجنأ تسZإ ةعماج 2

)UEA(. 01 ةساردلا ەذه نم ضرغلا لثمت_و
 ملعتلاو ،تادئار نحuص8ل نههجاوت tE2لا تاnدحتلاو ءاسqلا زفحn ام مهف 2

01 نهتxyجت نم
01 ةكراشملا نإ .ةnدوعسلا ةxy8علا ةzلمملا 2

 ةكراشملا تDEخا اذ{و ،امًامت ة8عوطت ة8ثحuلا ةساردلا ەذه 2
01
01 ةكراشملا كنم بلط8ُسف ،ةساردلا ەذه 2

 لامعأو ه8ضقتس يذلا تقولا W2امجإ غلuي كلذكو .ة_رواحت ةل5اقم 2
01 ةق8قد W2 60اوح ةساردلا ەذه نأش@ يرجتس tE2لا لصاوتلا

 يأ Jع ة5اجلإا ضفر كنا�م�ب .م�عم ةOBاuم ةل5اقم 2
01 ةل5اقملا فاقnإ كنكم_و ،ةلئسلأا نم

 مادختسا5 ةل5اقملا ل8جس9 مت�سف كتقفاوم Jع لوصحلا دعyو .تقو يأ 2
 .توصلا لجسم

01 كتكراشم نع ا8ًلام اضً_�عت �Eلتت نل كنأ نم مغرلا Jعو
 ملعلا5 قلعتت لا دئاوف كانه نوكتس هنأ لاإ ،ةساردلا 2

 ةساردلا اهيلإ تلصوت tE2لا جئاتنلا ف8ضتس ،لاثملا ل8 س Jعف .تاnدوعسلا لامعلأا تادئارل اضnًأ نzلو بسحف
01 لامعلأا تادئار لوح ةلجسملا تا8بدلأا نم ةعومجم Wإ

 اذه نمضتي ام̂ .ةnدوعسلا ةxy8علا ةzلمملا قا8س 2
01 ةمدختسملا ةد8فملا تاسرامملاو ةق_xطلا مهفل ارًاثآ فاشكتسلاا

 ةصاخ ،ءاسqلا اهريدتو اهzلمت tE2لا تا^ABلا 2
01 تدعاس tE2لا كلت

01 تا�yعص يأ Jع بلغتلا 2
 .لامعلأل يدا8تعلاا ل�8هلا لخاد لامعلأا ةرادإ 2

0Eلاخلأا دامتعلاا Jع ثحuلا اذه لصح
 ةسرامملا دعاوق عم امًامت قفاوتم كلذ5 دعُ_و 21U7U2019 خــــ_راتب 2

integrity/research-https://portal.uea.ac.uk/rin/research-( ة8عماجلا تا8كولسلاو
policy-ethics-ethics/research (. 01 ةكراشملا كنا�م�ب

 متي نل هنأ5 لما±لا اند8°أت عم ة_رواحتلا ةل5اقملا ەذه 2
 لما±لا5 ةقفاوتم ان`سارد نأ Jع دكؤن اننإف كلذكو .كت_�ه نع فشzلا مدع نامضو ة8صخشلا كتانا8ب نع فشzلا
services/strategy-https://portal.uea.ac.uk/information-( تانا8بلا ةnامحل ةماعلا ةحئلالا عم
-and-regulations-policies/information-and-compliance/regulations-and-planning

information-protection/further-olicies/datap (. ت
ُ

01 ةكراشملا رطاخم دع
 مت�سو .ةل8¶ض ةساردلا ەذه 2

https://portal.uea.ac.uk/rin/research-integrity/research-ethics/research-ethics-policy
https://portal.uea.ac.uk/rin/research-integrity/research-ethics/research-ethics-policy
https://portal.uea.ac.uk/information-services/strategy-planning-and-compliance/regulations-and-policies/information-regulations-and-policies/data-protection/further-information
https://portal.uea.ac.uk/information-services/strategy-planning-and-compliance/regulations-and-policies/information-regulations-and-policies/data-protection/further-information
https://portal.uea.ac.uk/information-services/strategy-planning-and-compliance/regulations-and-policies/information-regulations-and-policies/data-protection/further-information
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 ةراعتسم ءامسأ5 اهعمج مت tE2لا تانا8بلا عيمج ظفح مت�س كلذكو .كتامولعم ة_J Oع ظافحلل نكمم دهج ل̂ لذ5
01
01 جئاتنلا عيمج مnدقت مت�س .رورم ةمل�5 ¹2حم رتويبم̂ زاهج لخاد رورم ةمل�5 ةnامحلل عضاخ فلم 2

 ل�ش 2
 وأ 1½¼كراشملا Jع فرعتلا رذعتي ث8ح5 ةق_xطلا كلتب همادختسا نكمOB nاuم ساuتقا يأ را8تخا مت�سو 8º2مجت
01 ة8ثحuلا ةساردلا ەذه جئاتن AB¾ مت اذ{و .مهئامتنا

01 وأ ةلجم 2
 نيذلا صاخشلأا دnدحت متي نلف ،ة8مnدا¿أ تارمتؤم 2

01 اوكراش
 .مهتائامتنا وأ ةساردلا ەذه 2

 ةحضوملا ثحuلا ضارغلأ كتانا8ب مادختسا Jع ةقفاوملا كلذ5 انحنمت كنإف ،ةل5اقملا ءارجإ Jع كتقفاوم بجوم5
 ضرغ يلأ مدختس9 نل اهمدقت tE2لا تا5اجلإا نأو كت_�ه ءافخإ نامض Jع فرعتت نأ كل ةuسqلا5 مهملا نم .ەلاعأ
 .رخآ

nع لوصحلا نكمJ مÁ_ط نع ةساردلا ەذه لوح تامولعملا نم دx_ب لاصتلاا قÂABلا ىDEF2 عJ لاDQ_للإا دzDEوÃ1
2 

b.alturki@uea.ac.uk ، ع وأDQ عم لصاوتلا وأ ،505578000 966+ وأ 7367278668 )0( 44+ فتاهلا 
 J . sara.connolly@uea.ac.ukع W2ونوك ةراس روسÉفوDQلا

 

01 دن`سملا اذه نم ةخسqب ظافتحلاا ÊQريُ
01 بغرت تنك ام لاح 2

 .ىرخأ ةرم اهتءارق 2

 

 ……………… خــــ_راتلا .……………… :عيقوتلا .…………………………… :كDEشملا مسا

 

 ……………………… خــــ_راتلا .……………… :عيقوتلا ............................... :ثحاuلا مسا

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:b.alturki@uea.ac.uk
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 ةقفاوملا جذومن

	يدوعسلا	قایسلا	يف	ةربخلاو	تایدحتلاو	عفاودلا	؛لامعلأا	تادئار	:يثحبلا	عورشملا	ناونع

	يكرتلا	ىرشب	:ةثحابلا

	505578000	966+		وأ	7367278668)0(44+	:فتاھلا	:لصاوتلا	تانایب
	وأ	b.alturki@uea.ac.uk	:ينورتكللإا	دیربلا
	bushramt@hotmail.com	

 

 كراشم كنوك5 قوقحلا5 ملع Jع كنأو ثحuلا نم ضرغلا مهفت كنأ نم د°أتلا لجأ نم اذه ةقفاوملا جذومن ممصُ
01 بغرت كنأ Jع د8°أتللو

 .ةساردلا5 ةكراشملا 2

 :ةuسانملا طاقنلا Jع ةقفاوملا ءاجرب

 بجاولا نم نا^ اذإ ام دnدحت لجأ نم W2 مدقملا ةساردلا نأش@ ة8فا±لا تامولعملا Jع تلصح دقل .1
 .ةكراشملا

ل نأÏ2 5أ t12نإ .2
Ð

01 ة_xحلا يد
01 ةكراشملا ضفر 2

tE2 01بغر ةلاح 2
 .كلذ 2

W زوجn هنأÏ2 5أ t12نإ .3
Ð
01 ةساردلا نم باحس¾لاا 2

 .باuسأ يأ ½Dفوت Wإ ةجاحلا نود5 تقو يأ 2
 .ثحاuلا نم ةساردلا نأش@ تامولعملا نم د_Áملا بلط t12نكمn هنأ5 ملعأ t12نإ .4
01 درفنم كراشم يأ Jع فرعتلا نكمملا نم حبصn نل هنأ5 ملعأ t12نإ .5

01 ام5 ،ةساردلا ر_xقت 2
 .ا8ًصخش انأ كلذ 2

01 ةكراشملا Jع قفاوأ t12نإ .6
 .ةساردلا 2

ÃEوصلا لجسملا مادختسا5 يراوحلا ءاقللا ل8جسJ 9ع قفاوأ t12نإ .7
2. 

 

 ……………… خــــ_راتلا .……………… :عيقوتلا .…………………………… :كDEشملا مسا

 

………………… خــــ_راتلا .……………… :عيقوتلا ............................... :ثحاuلا مسا

 

Appendix 3 
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Recruitment Email/Message 
 
  
Dear participant,  
 
I hope this message finds you well. I'm sending this email/message to invite you to participate in 
my study. 
 
I am a doctoral student at the University of East Anglia in Norwich in the United Kingdom. I’m 
working on my dissertation, which aims to extend upon the understanding of female entrepreneurs; 
motivations, challenges, and experiences. I’m reaching out to kindly ask for your participation in 
this study. You have been asked to participate in this study because you are Saudi female 
entrepreneur who established, owned, and managed a business for at least one year in 
North/Middle/South of Saudi Arabia. Understanding your experiences can help give guidance to 
future Saudi female entrepreneurs, as well as inform programs that aim to develop female 
entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia.      
 
To conduct my study, I would like to interview you. The interview could last 60 minutes. In order 
to ensure the confidentiality of your discussion I will use a pseudonym instead of your real name. 
additionally, you will be free to skip any questions if you don’t feel comfortable answering. Your 
participation is totally voluntarily.  
 
  
If you are interested in participating in this study, please let me know. 
 
I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Thank you,  
Bushra Alturki.  
 

Phone: +44(0)7367278668 or +966 505578000 
Email: b.alturki@uea.ac.uk  or  bushramt@hotmail.com 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:b.alturki@uea.ac.uk
mailto:bushramt@hotmail.com
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Appendix 3- Arabic  
 

 

 ةكراشملل ةوعد ةلاسر

 

 ،ةكراشملا يتزیزع

  ،،ھتاكربو الله ةمحرو  مكیلع ملاسلا

  ةلاسرلا هذھ ملاتسا دنع ریخب ينوكت نأ ىنمتا

 لمعأ .ةدحتملا ةكلمملاب شتیورون يف ایلجنأ تسیإ ةعماج يف هاروتكدلا ةجردل ةمدقتم ةبلاط يكرتلا ىرشب انأ
 مھعفاود كلذ يف امب :لامعلأا تادئارل يباعیتساو يمھف لوصأ دیدمت ىلإ فدھت يتلاو ،يتلاسر دادعإ ىلع
 لامعلأا تادئار نم ةدحاو كِنأ ثیح ةساردلا كلت يف مكتكراشم يف لمأ يلكو بغرا مھتاربخو مھتایدحتو
 ةكلمملا بونجو / طسو / لامش يف دحاو ماع ةدمل لامعلأا ةرادإب نوموقیو نكلتمأو نأشنأ يتلالا تایدوعسلا
 ،لبقتسملا يف تایدوعسلا لامعلأا تادئارل ھیجوتلا ریفوت يف دعاسی نأ نكمی نكبراجت مھف نإ .ةیدوعسلا ةیبرعلا
 .ةیدوعسلا ةیبرعلا ةكلمملاب لامعأ تادیس ریوطت ىلإ فدھت جماربب فیرعتلاو ءاشنإ ىلإ ةفاضلإاب

  .ةردقمو كل ةركاش كعم ةیصخش ةلباقم ءارجإ دوأ يننإف ،يتسارد ءارجإ لجأ نمو

 .يقیقحلا كمسا نمً لادب راعتسم مسا مدختسأس ،شاقنلا ةیرس نامضلو .ةقیقد ٣٠  ـل ةلباقملا رمتست نأ نكمی
  .ةباجلإا يف ةحارلاب نیرعشت لا تنك اذإ ةلئسأ يأ يطخت يف ةیرحلا قلطم كیدل نوكیس ،كلذ ىلإ ةفاضلإاب
 كلو ، ةیدوعسلا يف لامعلاا لاجم ریوطت يف مھاستو هاروتكدلل يتلاسر ءاھنلإ يندعاست ةیعوط كتكراشم
 . رجلاا میظعو ركشلا لیزج

 

 .كلذب انرابخإ وجرن ، ةساردلا هذھ يف ةكراشملاب ةمتھم تنك اذإ 

 . كل هانمتأ دیعس موی و دوب متمد

 

 ،كل اركش

 .يكرتلا ىرشب

 505578000 966+ وأ 7367278668 )0( 44+ :فتاھلا
 bushramt@hotmail.com وأ b.alturki@uea.ac.uk :ينورتكللإا دیربلا

 

mailto:b.alturki@uea.ac.uk
mailto:bushramt@hotmail.com
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Appendix 4 

 
 
 

Interview Details Form 

Heading Remark/Date 

Interview Number   

Name  

Email   

Contact Number   

Date of Conducting the interview   

Duration: Start-End Time  

City  

Location   

Context Form is Checked for Completeness   

Qualitative and Demographic Questions are Checked for Completeness   

Unexpected Circumstances  
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Qualitative Questions Before Starting the Interviews 
 
1. Age:  

 Less than 18-years-old 

 18 to 24-years-old 

 25 to 31-years-old 

 32 to 39-years-old 

 40 to 46-years-old 

 47- to retirement age year-old 

 Retirement age or older 

2. Marital Status: 

 Married 

 Divorced 

 Single 

 Widow 

3. Educational level: 

 Primary School 

 High school  

 Bachelor’s degree (or equivalent) 

 Master’s degree (or equivalent) 
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 PhD (or equivalent) 

4. Number of dependent (children):	

 None  

 1 to 3 children 

 4 to 6 children 

 7 children or more 

5. Age of youngest dependent child:	

 Less than 6-year-old  

 6 to 12-year-old 

 13 to 18-year-old 

 More than 18-year-old 

6. Have you lived in a foreign country before?	

 Yes  

 No  

If yes, can you name the country? 
 
 
 

7. When did you first start your enterprise? 
 
 
 

8. Were you in employment before you started your business? 

 Yes  



289 
 

 No 

9. Does any member of your close family currently run (or previously ran) an enterprise?	

 Yes  

 No 

10. Did you start your enterprise on your own? 

 Yes  

 No 

11. Where is your enterprise located? 

 Northern region 

 Southern region 

 Western region 

 Eastern region 

 Central region   

12. How many employees do you have? 

 None  

 Less than 4 employees 

 5- 10 employees 

11-20 employees 

 More than 20 employees 

13. What kind of business do you own? 

 Investment business  
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 Trading business  

 Real estate activities  

 Health and medical business  

 Hotel business  

 Teaching business  

 Consultant business  

 Manufacturing 

 Construction and building related activities  

 Wholesale trade  

 Retailing  

 Financial services  

  
Other- specify please …………………………………………………………………………………  
 

15. In which sector is your? 

 Agriculture  

 Manufacturing  

 Construction  

 Retail/ Repairs/ Wholesale  

 Technology  

 Financial service  
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 Advertisement  

 Manufacture 

  
Other- specify please …………………………………………………………………………………  
 

14. Have you ever consider using any support provided for female entrepreneurs? 

 Yes 

 No  

If yes, please give details, 

 

 

15. Are you satisfied with the amount of support provided to female entrepreneurs in your 

city? 

 Yes 

 No  

If no, please give details, 

 

 

      Thank you for completing my short questionnaire 

 

               Appendix 5- Arabic  

 ة,عونلا ةلئسلأا
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	:	رمعلا .1

	ماع	18	نم	لقأ	

	ماع	24	ىلإ	18	نم	

	ماع	31	ىلإ	25	نم	

	ماع	39	ىلإ	32	نم	

	ماع	46	ىلإ	40	نم	

	ماع	60	ىلإ	47	نم	

	ربكأ	وأ	دعاقتلا	نس	يف	

	ةیعامتجلاا	ةلاحلا	.2

	ةجوزتم	

		ةقلطم	

	ءابزع	

	ةلمرأ	

	:يمیلعتلا	ىوتسملا	.3

	ةیئادتبلاا	ةسردملا	

	ةیوناثلا	ةسردملا	

	)اھلثامی	ام	وأ(	سویرولاكبلا	ةجرد	

	)اھلثامی	ام	وأ(	ریتسیجاملا	ةجرد	

	)اھلثامی	ام	وأ(	ةاروتكدلا	ةجرد	

	:)لافطلأا(	نیلوعملا	ددع	.4

	دجوی	لا	

	لافطأ	3	ىلإ	1	

	لافطأ	6	ىلإ	4	

	رثكأ	وأ	لافطأ	7	
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	:نیلوعملا	لافطلأا	رمع	.5

	تاونس	6	رمع	نم	لقأ	

	ةنس	12	ىلإ	6	

	ةنس	18	ىلإ	13	

	ةنس	18	نم	رثكأ	

	؟لبق	نم	يبنجأ	دلب	يف	تنكس	لھ	.6

	معن	

	لا	

	؟ةلودلا	مسا	دیدحت	ءاجرب	،معنب	ةباجلإا	تناك	نإ
	

	؟كتسسؤم	ءدبل	خیرات	لوأ	ناك	ىتم .7
	

	؟ةصاخلا	كلامعأ	يف	ءدبلا	لبق	نیلمعت	تنك	لھ .8

	معن	

	لا	

	؟ةصاخ	ةسسؤم	)قباسلا	يف	ریدی	ناك	وأ(	يلاحلا	تقولا	يف	كتلئاع	دارفأ	نم	يأ	ریدی	لھ .9

	معن	

	لا	

	؟كسفنب	كتسسؤم	ءاشنإ	يف	تأدب	لھ .10

	معن	

	لا	

	؟كتسسؤم	عقت	نیأ .11

	ةیلامشلا	ةقطنملا	

	ةیبونجلا	ةقطنملا	

	ةیبرغلا	ةقطنملا	

	ةیقرشلا	ةقطنملا	

	ىطسولا	ةقطنملا	
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	؟كیدل	نیلماعلا	نیفظوملا	ددع	مك .12

	دجوی	لا	

	نیفظوم	4	نم	لقا	

	نیفظوم	10	–	5	

	فظوم	20	–	11	

	فظوم	20	نم	رثكأ	

	؟اھكلتمت	يتلا	لامعلأا	عون	ام .13

	ةیرامثتسا	لامعأ	

	ةیراجت	لامعأ	

	ةیراقع	ةطشنأ	

	بطلاو	ةحصلاب	ةقلعتم	لامعأ	

	ةیقدنف	لامعأ	

	ةیمیلعت	لامعأ	

	ةیراشتسا	لامعأ	

	عینصت	

	ينابملاو	تاءاشنلإاب	ةقلعتم	ةطشنأ	

	ةلمجلاب	ةراجتلا	

	يعاطقلاب	عیبلا	

	ةیلاملا	تامدخلا	

	.........................................................................................	دیدحتلا	ءاجرب	–	ىرخأ	

	؟كلامعأ	عبتت	عاطق	يلأ	.14

	ةعارزلا	

	عینصتلا	

	ءاشنلإا	

	ةلمجلاب	ةراجتلا	/	تاحلاصلإا	/	يعاطقلاب	ةراجتلا	

	ایجولونكتلا	
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	ةیلاملا	تامدخلا	

	تانلاعلإا	

	عینصتلا	

	.........................................................................................	دیدحتلا	ءاجرب	–	ىرخأ	

	؟لامعلأا	تادئارل	مدقملا	معدلا	مادختسا	يف	لبق	نم	تركف	لھ .14

	معن	

	لا	

		.لیصافت	حیضوت	ءاجرب	،معن	ةباجلإا	تناك	نإ
	
	

	؟كتنیدم	يف	لامعلأا	تادئارل	رفوتملا	معدلا	مجح	نع	ةیضار	تنأ	لھ .15

	معن	

	لا	

	،لیصافتلا	حیضوت	ءاجری	،لاب	ةباجلإا	تناك	نإ
	
	

	
	ریصقلا	نایبتسلاا	اذھ	لامكتسا	ىلع	كركشن
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Appendix 6 

 
 

Coding Frame and Themes 
  

 

 
  

 
 

	 	 Background	and	Past	Experience	

Identity		 Family		 Culture		

Exercised	business	
at	a	young	age	(in	
school,	college,	and	
neighbourhood).		

Role	of	husband.	(introducing	the	
business)			

	

Traveling	and	living	
abroad.		
	
	

Participating	in	
many	events	since	
school	days.				
	

Role	of	father	(being	a	
businessman).			

Exposed	to	different	
cultures	(Aramco,	another	
region).		
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	 Had	a	bad	experience.		
	

	

Developing	and	maintaining	the	business	

Small	and	medium	
businesses.	

Location	of	the	business.		 Reasons	for	not	expanding	
the	business:		
High	cost	with	new	
regulations	and	the	impact	
of	freelancers	and	online	
businesses.		

Differences	and	similarities	based	on	regions		

Exposed	to	different	
culture,	and	travel	
resulted	to	start	
unusual	type	of	
business.	
	

North	and	South	regions	female	
tend	to	prefer	a	woman	only	
business,	even	after	the	change	in	
law.			
	

Some	families	in	North	and	
South	regions	accepted	that	
their	wife	or	daughter	
starts	a	business	after	they	
have	been	in	bad	personal	
life	experience.				
	

Most	businesses	that	
are	planning	to	
expand	are	in	the	
central	and	East	
region.						
	

Most	female	in	North	and	South	
regions	didn’t	have	work	
experience	(doesn’t	have	a	job	
before	the	business)			

Females	in	the	North	and	
South	regions	tend	to	have	
micro	businesses.				
	

	

Motivation		

Identity		 Family		 Culture		 Regulations	

Self-	image.			
	

Husband’s	support.	
(type	of	support)			
	
	

Accepting	women	to	
be	entrepreneurs	
(positive	impact	of	
new	regulations).		
	

New	harassment	
law.		
		
	

Increase	income	to	
support	the	husband	
and	live	a	better	life	
and	get	extra	and	
luxury	things.			
	

Father's	support.	
(type	of	support)		
	

Power	of	new	
regulations	imposed	
a	change	in	culture.		
	

New	regulations	
make	female	
stronger	
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Seeking	autonomy,	
being	financially	
independent.	
(reasons)	not	asking	
anyone	for	money,	
no	one	has	control	
on	them	because	
they	give	them	
money	and	feel	
safe.					
	

Mother’s	support.	
(type	of	support)		
	

Fear	of	breaking	the	
law.			
	

Fear	of	breaking	the	
law.		
	

Quitting	their	jobs	to	
start	a	business.			
	

Most	supportive	
person.		
	

Role	of	tribe.	Belong	
to	a	specific	tribe	
and	family	name	
with	help	in	some	
governmental	
process,	increase	
sales	and	sometime	
in	marketing	for	the	
business.			
	

	

Could	not	find	a	good	
job	with	a	good	
salary.	
	

Being	around	
business	owners.				

People	appreciated	
local	business	more	
than	before.				
	

	

New	wave	or	trend	
for	women	to	start	
business.	

Early	marriage	and	
older	children		
	
	

	 	

New	regulations	
make	females	
stronger.				

Being	a	single	mother.	
	

	 	

Why	this	type	of	
business,	(passion,	
love,	easy	for	them,	
getting	a	chance,	
follow	father	steps,	
more	convenient)		

	 	 	

Differences	and	similarities	based	on	regions	 	
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Female’s	goal	in	
Central,	West,	and	
East	tended	to	be	to	
increase	income	and	
participate	with	
household	expenses.		

			
	

Most	females	in	the	
North	and	South	start	
their	business	because	
they	could	not	find	a	
good	job.	

	 	

	

	 	 Challenges		

Regulations		 Family		 Culture		

Labour	regulations,	
and	labour	office,	
Saudization,	and	
recruiting	females.		
	

Husband	
-segregation	between	men	and	
women.	
-don’t	want	to	lose	control	and	
feel	wife	have	power				
	

Accepting	women	to	intern	
in	some	industries	that	
were	for	men	only.	

	Municipal.					
	

Father,	not	allowing	her	to	talk	to	
any	man.				

	

Role	of	men.	(Mostly	you	
need	a	man	for	some	kind	
of	work	to	be	done	
efficiently)			

Process	of	opening	a	
firm.		

	

Marital	status	-	married	and	
single	(balance	between	work	
and	home).	

Didn’t	get	married	because	
of	the	business	owned.		
	

Consistent	and	
sudden	change	in	
Regulations.	Can’t	
have	5-year	strategy	
plan.		
	

Not	supporting	family.	
	

Negative	Impact	of	your	
tribe	on	your	business.		
	

	 	 Harassment.		
	

Differences	and	similarities	based	on	regions	

North,	females	
sometimes	can’t	
apply	some	of	the	
marketing	or	design	

One	of	the	past	challenges	in	the	
North	region	was	that	Monshaat	
will	lend	you	money	if	you	will	
start	a	business	that	serves	

North	and	South:	few	
females	can’t	talk	or	deal	
with	men.		
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ways	because	it	is	
not	acceptable	from	
society.  

women	only	{this	rule	changes	in	
Jan	2020}.			
	

 

 


