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Figure  6.1.M: Saudi Businesswomen’s Ownership 
Stake in Current Business

Figure  6.1.N: MENA Businesswomen’s Ownership Stake in Current Business*

Ownership

Nine out of ten businesswomen (87%) start-
ed their businesses themselves and more 
than three fourths (78%) have one business, 
which they own completely. Registered busi-
nesswomen are slightly more likely (78.2%) 
to own 100% of their businesses compared 
to 75.8% of unregistered businesswomen 
(Figure 6.1.M).

However, complete ownership of a business 
may be a changing reality: among the pro-
spective businesswomen interviewed, only 
52% are sole owners, with most having one 
additional owner who is most commonly a 
male relative (42%) or a female relative 
(33%).

Saudi businesswomen are significantly more 
likely than other women in the MENA region 
to be the sole owners of their businesses: 
78.2% of Saudi businesswomen own 100% 
of their businesses compared to between 
41% and 59% in the other countries (Figure 
6.1.N).

Appendix: Personal Profile
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level of Involvement in Business

Unregistered businesswomen spend more 
time than registered businesswomen in the 
daily management of their businesses (Figure 
6.1.O). 

Although Saudi businesswomen are sig-
nificantly more likely to be the sole owners 

of their businesses, they do not personally 
spend as much time as other MENA business-
women in daily management. While over half 
(49.5%) spend 40 or more hours per week in 
their businesses, this compares to shares of 
51% to 73% in the other countries (Figure 
6.1.P).

Figure  6.1.P: Percentage of MENA Businesswomen 
Who Spend 40 Hours or More per Week 

Managing Their Businesses*

Figure  6.1.O: Hours per Week Saudi Businesswomen Spend Managing Their Businesses
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Figure  6.2.A: Years since Starting Business for Saudi Businesswomen

6.2. BUSInESS PROFIlE: 
FEMAlE-OWnED BUSInESSES
On average, unregistered female-owned 
businesses have been in operation for 6.9 
years, making them younger than registered 
businesses, which are on average 9.6 years 
old. Unregistered businesses are also much 
smaller in scope: 72.6% of them are home-
based, compared to only 29.2% of registered 
businesses. Furthermore, 30.6% of unregis-
tered businesses do not have paid employees, 
whereas 92% of registered businesses do. 
They are also less involved in international 
trade than registered businesses (83.9% of 
unregistered businesses are not involved, 
compared to 72.8% of registered businesses).

Female-owned businesses in Saudi Arabia 
are among the largest in the surveyed MENA 
countries, both in terms of where they are 
based and whether they employ full-time 
and part-time workers. However, they are 

less likely than their GCC neighbors (Bahrain 
and the UAE) to be involved in international 
trade, whether for import, export, or both.

years of Operation

In line with the younger ages and business 
experiences of unregistered businesswomen 
outlined in the personal profile, unregistered 
female-owned businesses are slightly young-
er than registered businesses (Figure 6.2.A). 

In addition, and as shown in Figure 6.2.B, 
Saudi women’s businesses are on average 
younger (9.6 years old) than women’s busi-
nesses in Bahrain (10.2) and Lebanon (10.6), 
but older than those in the UAE (5.9), Jordan 
(6.1), and Tunisia (8.6).

Appendix: Business Profile
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type of Business

Female-owned businesses in Saudi Arabia, 
both registered and unregistered, operate in 
a wide variety of fields (Figure 6.2.C). 

Art-based businesses such as fashion, jewelry, 
interior design and photography are the most 
common type for registered and unregistered 
female-owned businesses. Other areas with a 
large presence of registered and unregistered 
businesses include beauty salons, retail/
wholesale, professional services such as con-
sulting, marketing, public relations, event 
management, and education. Only registered 
businesswomen have reported owning tailor 
shops/ateliers, tourism activities including 
restaurants, and medical clinics. In contrast, 
and not surprisingly, unregistered businesses 
are more likely than registered businesses to 
specialize in homemade food products and 
handicrafts.

Figure  6.2.B: Years Since Starting the Business for 
MENA Businesswomen (Years)

Figure  6.2.C: Types of Businesses Owned by Saudi Businesswomen
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Figure  6.2.D: Location of Female-Owned Businesses in 
Saudi Arabia

Figure  6.2.E: Percentage of MENA Businesswomen Who Run Home-based Businesses

location

The majority (72.6%) of unregistered busi-
nesses are home-based while the majority 
(70.8%) of registered businesses operate in 
another location outside the home (Figure 
6.2.D). 

With the exception of Tunisia, the registered 
businesses in the Saudi sample are the least 
likely of all surveyed MENA countries to 
be home-based businesses, with only 29% 
operating from the home (Figure 6.2.E). Fur-
thermore, only 22% of prospective business-
women are planning to operate their busi-
nesses from their homes. 

In terms of geographic location, almost all 
(99%) of registered businesswomen in Riyadh 
operate their businesses in Riyadh only, while 
registered businesswomen from Jeddah and 
the Eastern Province also operate in other 
cities (Table 6.2.F).

Appendix: Business Profile
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Riyadh 
Businesswomen

Jeddah 
Businesswomen

Eastern Province 
Businesswomen

Riyadh 99% 18% 21%

Jeddah 1% 99% 16%

Al Khobar - 4% 86%

Dammam - 8% 42%

Makkah - 8% 2%

Taif - 3% 2%

Madinah - 4% 2%

Figure  6.2.F: Cities Covered by Businesswomen in Saudi Arabia

Figure  6.2.G: Number of Employees Hired by Saudi Businesswomen

Employment

With three times more employees, registered 
female-owned businesses in Saudi Arabia are 
much bigger employers than unregistered 
businesses: only 8% of registered businesses 
do not have paid employees, compared to 
30.6% of unregistered businesses (Figure 
6.2.G). Registered businesses have an aver-

age of 19 employees, compared to 6 employ-
ees in unregistered businesses. This includes 
full-time and part-time employees, as well 
as male and female workers, both Saudis and 
non-Saudis.
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Figure  6.2.H: Saudi Businesswomen’s Employment Preferences 

Employment Preferences

When examining it further, it is clear that 
registered and unregistered businesses have 
similar employment preferences, in terms of 
the nationality and gender of their employ-
ees (Figure 6.2.H). 

While both hire female employees most of all, 
registered businesswomen are more flexible 
because of their preference of full-time over 
part-time employment. Overall, full-time 
non-Saudi females are the most employed 
workers in both registered and unregistered 
female-owned businesses, while part-time 
Saudi male workers are the least employed. 
In general, Saudi female workers are pre-
ferred to both Saudi and non-Saudi male 
workers. One exception is registered busi-
nesswomen’s employment of full-time non-
Saudi men over part-time women.

“

We have started a sports club 
where children and teenagers 
can come and play in leagues 
with each other. It has 
been such a successful and 
rewarding experience that we 
are opening another branch. 
We hope to have branches in 
Riyadh, Jeddah and Dammam 
in the next 5 years, if we can 
get the permits. 

“

- Registered Businesswoman

Appendix: Business Profile
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When it comes to employment, female-
owned businesses in Saudi Arabia are among 
the largest employers in the surveyed MENA 
countries. 92% of female-owned businesses 
in Saudi Arabia have employees, compared to 
between 56% and 85% in the other surveyed 
countries (Figure 6.2.I).

volunteers

Female-owned businesses in Saudi Arabia 
are similar to the businesses in other sur-
veyed countries in that they are unlikely to 
have unpaid workers or volunteers in their 
employ. 85% of Saudi female-owned busi-
nesses do not have unpaid workers, similar 
to businesses in Tunisia (85%) and Lebanon 
(86%), but lower than businesses in Bahrain 
(96%) and higher than businesses in the UAE 
(70%) and Jordan (73%).

Involvement in International trade

The majority of Saudi businesswomen are not 
actively involved in international trade, but 
the percentage is slightly higher for regis-
tered businesswomen (Figure 6.2.J).

Notwithstanding, 21.3% of registered busi-
nesswomen and 12.9% of unregistered 
businesswomen import goods and services, 
while a small share (4.5% registered; 1.6% 
unregistered) are involved in both import and 
export, and 1.5% export goods and services. 
Although registered Saudi businesswomen’s 
participation in trade (27.2%) is higher than 
that of businesswomen in Jordan (22%) 
and Lebanon (25%), Saudi businesswomen’s 
share is much lower than Tunisia (36%) and 
their GCC neighbors, with Bahrain at approx-
imately 38% and the UAE at 46% (Figure 
6.2.K). 

Figure  6.2.I: Percentage of MENA Businesswomen who Have Paid Employees
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Figure  6.2.J: Saudi Businesswomen’s Involvement in International Trade

Figure  6.2.K: MENA Businesswomen’s Involvement in International Trade
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That said, Saudi businesswomen involved in 
international trade are similar to their MENA 
counterparts in that they are more likely to 
be importing goods or services than export-
ing them— except for the female business 
owners in the UAE, who are doing both (Fig-
ure 6.2.L).

Saudi businesswomen involved in trade 
are also similar to their Arab neighbors in 
that they are most likely to be importing 
from Europe, from Asia, or from other GCC 
countries. As illustrated in Figure 6.2.M, 
the majority of Saudi women’s exports are 
to other GCC countries, followed by Africa, 

Figure  6.2.L: Type of Trade Activity Practiced by MENA Businesswomen
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whereas the imports are distributed among 
many regions, including at the top of the list 
Europe (40.4%), East Asia (38.5%), and the 
GCC countries (34.6%).

Figure  6.2.M: Countries Saudi Businesswomen Engage with for Import/Export
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