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Access to Capital

3.
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Access to capital is fundamental to the 
growth and productivity of small and medi-
um enterprises (SME’s). It enables entrepre-
neurs to start new businesses, invest in them, 
enter new markets, upgrade their operations 
and expand their products and services. It is 
a tool that enables the formation of a start-
up as well as its transition from a small to a 
medium-sized business. In turn, these invest-
ments can create jobs, increase business 
sophistication and competitiveness and drive 
economic growth within a country.

Despite commitments to economic diversifi-
cation and the promotion of entrepreneur-
ship, access to capital — a key component to 
both of these efforts — remains a challenge 
for male and female Saudi entrepreneurs 
alike. An analysis undertaken by the Saudi 
National Competitiveness Center (NCC) high-
lights the fact that access to bank loans and 
credit is particularly limited for Saudi SME’s 
compared to more competitive economies. As 
the NCC suggests, providing carefully struc-
tured loan guarantees to start-ups to reduce 
the lending risk to banks would play a vital 
role in reducing barriers to access to capi-
tal. These reform initiatives would improve 
access to capital for all Saudi entrepreneurs.

Further efforts could also target the specific 
needs and interests of Saudi businesswomen. 
Findings from the survey indicate that Saudi 
businesswomen:

• Rarely seek external financing and instead 
rely on personal savings and loans or con-
tributions from family and friends

• Perceive accessing capital as being more 
challenging as a female

• Would value support in facilitating the 
loan process and training or services that 
would help them identify ways to expand 
their businesses into new markets

Further research is needed to understand the 
drivers of Saudi businesswomen’s financing 
choices and identify the interventions that 
could help facilitate access to capital options 
for businesswomen. For example, it would 
be more challenging for Saudi business-

women to realize their aspirations to expand 
their businesses domestically or internation-
ally without seeking some sort of external 
financing. The survey results indicate there 
could be several reasons why businesswomen 
in Saudi Arabia do not seek external financ-
ing, such as a preference for family loans or 
lack of familiarity with business and financ-
ing tools, in addition to the perception that 
accessing capital is more challenging for a 
woman. It is also possible that the surveyed 
businesswomen did not need a loan, suggest-
ing that only women who can afford to start 
a business do so.

What is clear from the survey results is that 
businesswomen have identified access to 
capital as an important part of starting and 
managing a business and have prioritized 
training in this area. Increasing access to 
these learning tools and raising  awareness 
of different financing options could further 
help Saudi businesswomen achieve their 
business goals.  

3.1. CURREnt BUSInESS 
FInAnCInG tREnDS
In general, Saudi businesswomen rely on 
personal savings to fund their businesses and 
do not seek external financing. In the case 
where additional capital is sought, family or 
friends most often provide the financial sup-
port (Figure 3.1.A).

The reliance on self- and family-financing is 
particularly prevalent in Saudi Arabia. Access 
to capital is important to expand businesses 
beyond the start-up stage although most 
start-ups and small businesses around the 
world are financed by family and friends. In 
contrast to the surveyed Saudi businesswom-
en, the majority of businesswomen in the 
rest of MENA have sought external financing 
to start and manage their businesses (Figure 
3.1.B).

Saudi businesswomen’s lack of external 
financing and effort to secure capital could 
be attributed, in part, to their lack of famil-
iarity and contact with common financial 
and business tools. For example, 54% of 
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women surveyed did not complete a feasi-
bility study before starting their businesses, 
stating either that they are confident in their 
own experience and knowledge of the field 
they were entering (37%), or that conducting 
a feasibility study is only required for busi-
nesses with large amounts of start-up capital 
and is therefore a “luxury” and not a neces-
sity (23%), or finally they are unfamiliar with 
the concept of a feasibility study (21%). 

Even when traditional steps in business and 
financial planning are taken, friends and fam-
ily are the main source of advice and consul-
tation. For example, if a feasibility study was 
completed, it was usually carried out by a 
husband or friend. Furthermore, when asked 
who Saudi businesswomen consult in mak-
ing business decisions, family members were 
most frequently cited whereas bank loan 
officers, financial advisors or lawyers were 
never or rarely used (Figure 3.1.C).

Figure  3.1.A: Type of Finance Used by Saudi Businesswomen*

Access to Capital

Figure 3.1.B: Percentage of MENA Businesswomen 
Who Have Not Sought External 

Financing in the Past Year
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Figure 3.1.C: Frequency of Consultation among Saudi Businesswomen for Different Purposes

The frequent utilization of family and social 
networks for business financing and advice 
potentially comes at the expense of Saudi 
businesswomen’s exposure to other capi-
tal systems, such as bank loans and lines 

of credit. These systems could help them 
grow their businesses at a faster pace and 
on a larger scale. Regardless of the reason 
for women’s reliance on family and friends, 
there is a clear need to ensure that women 
are receiving the formal support of key insti-
tutions in the financial and legal systems.

3.2. ChAllEnGES AnD 
SUCCESSES
As highlighted above, Saudi female entre-
preneurs identify gaining access to capital as 
an activity that is more difficult as a woman. 
They are also more likely to identify this as 
a challenge than their regional peers (Figure 
3.2.A). 

This perception may be due to the belief that 
they will be unsuccessful in getting a loan. 
For example, it has been historically difficult 
for women in Saudi Arabia to gain access to 
capital, which may be a legacy that is dif-
ficult to overcome. Until recently, a male 
guarantor used to be required to facilitate 
banking for Saudi females and there have 

If you think about it, who were 
these women supposed to 
interact with? In the past, there 
were no female accountants or 
financial advisors. these were 
not accessible professions 
for women for a number 
of reasons. there are more 
females working in these 
professions now, there are 
female sections in banks, but 
it is not surprising that women 
have relied on family — male 
relatives in particular who 
could make transactions — for 
financial advice and support. 

“

“

- Registered Businesswoman
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been and remain few Saudi female business 
lawyers and accountants with whom Saudi 
businesswomen can interact.

The lack of business registration and not 
being a Saudi national are two areas where 
businesswomen articulate challenges. An 
unregistered businesswoman with nine years 
of work experience was unsuccessful in her 
attempt to open a pre-school because she 
could not get funding without a license for 
her business, “I applied for a business loan 
from a private fund, but my request was 
refused because I didn’t have the appropri-
ate licenses.” In another case, an owner of 
a beauty salon stated that she could not 
get financing because she was a non-Sau-
di, despite living and owning a business in 
Saudi Arabia for 19 years: “I tried to apply 
for financial assistance or a loan in my name 
but I faced some difficulties because I am 
not Saudi.” These types of challenges most 
likely apply to men as well, which further 
reinforces the need to adjust the regulatory 
environment and make registering a business 
an easier and more inclusive process.

However, there are some positive signals 
that indicate that accessing capital is not 
an insurmountable obstacle. The few Saudi 
businesswomen surveyed that did seek exter-
nal financing appear to enjoy higher rates 
of success than their regional counterparts, 
despite the perception of its difficulty among 
the majority of Saudi businesswomen sur-
veyed.

For example, Saudi businesswomen do not 
face as high interest rates, a large barrier for 
many entrepreneurs, as their regional coun-
terparts. Furthermore, when they did seek 
financing, they were denied less frequently 
(Figure 3.2.B).

Figure  3.2.A: Percentage of MENA 
Businesswomen Who Find Access to Capital to 

be “More Challenging as a Woman”

Figure 3.2.B: MENA Businesswomen’s 
Experiences with Access to Capital

Access to Capital
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3.3. InCREASInG 
UnDERStAnDInG AnD
OUtREACh
While the causes of the challenges for 
women to acquire credit and their preference 
for family financing require further research, 
it is clear that access to capital is an issue 
of significant importance to businesswomen: 
73% of survey respondents identify this as 
one of the most important issues affecting 
their business, and identify assistance and 
training in this area as a needed form of sup-
port. In particular, 21% of respondents iden-
tify assistance with the loan process as the 
most important form of support they require.

Training in financial management is also a 
service desired by the survey respondents: 
80% identify this as a service they most need 
and it is a subject in which Saudi business-
women would like to increase their knowl-
edge, skill and familiarity. Furthermore, busi-
nesswomen’s determination to grow and 
expand their businesses means that they will 
need this capital to achieve their growth-ori-
ented goals. One example is businesswomen’s 
desire to engage in international trade. Since 
trade finance does not pose the same risk to 
banks as providing growth capital or work-
ing capital, international trade is an area 
that Saudi businesswomen could potentially 
tap into. Gaining this expertise and receiving 
assistance in the loan process could provide 
Saudi businesswomen with the tools needed 
to reach their business growth goals.

I try to do extensive outreach 
to let women know that 
there is funding available to 
them to start a business. they 
either don’t know about our 
organization and the support 
it can provide or fear that 
the loan will come with too 
many strings attached. I have 
to be proactive to get more 
female applicants for loans. 
We maintain our outreach 
in Saudi’s major cities but 
have also reached out to 
rural communities simply to 
advertise this opportunity. 
When women do apply, their 
applications are just as strong 
if not stronger than the other 
applications we receive. the 
lower number of loans given 
to female entrepreneurs has 
nothing to do with a lower 
acceptance rate, we just don’t 
receive as many.

“

“

- Female Director, Entrepreneurship 
Support Organization
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Tools and Services
for Growth

4.
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There are a range of tools and services that 
are instrumental to business development. 
For example, technology and marketing 
tools help businesses grow at faster rates 
and enter new markets. A website allows 
business owners to promote and sell their 
products globally, lends greater credibility to 
firms, and can help provide better customer 
service (through feedback on products and 
services, streamlined and faster service, etc.). 
Technology and marketing also increase the 
efficiency of business operations through 
the streamlining and automation of proce-
dures and more focused and targeted out-
reach. Furthermore, having access to training 
(in finance, marketing, and management), 
transportation, day-care centers, and other 
support services, fundamentally shape and 
facilitate the management of a business. 

For Saudi businesswomen, gaining access 
to the tools and services needed to support 
their businesses is a clear priority that they 
are willing to advocate for. Survey findings 
demonstrate that Saudi businesswomen:

• Believe technology and marketing have a 
very high impact on their business opera-
tions and plan further integration of these 
tools in their businesses

• Would value learning how to use finance, 
technology and marketing tools more 
effectively

• Believe networking and other learning 
opportunities to exchange new business 
ideas are important services to have

• Would advocate for subsidized day care 
and the activation of women’s services in 
all government entities

Identifying channels for Saudi businesswom-
en to utilize or gain access to these tools and 
services could provide them with the lever-
age they need to increase the efficiency and 
outreach of their businesses.

4.1. tEChnOlOGy AnD 
MARKEtInG tOOlS
The majority of Saudi businesswomen have 
limited use of some common technology and 
marketing tools in their businesses (Figure 
4.1.A). For example, 56% of registered busi-
nesswomen do not have a website, with the 
incidence rising even higher for unregistered 
businesswomen at 63%. Instead, Saudi busi-
nesswomen tend to rely mostly on mobile 
phones and personal computers to conduct 
business (Figure 4.1.B).

Figure  4.1.A: Percentage of Saudi 
Businesswomen Who Have a Website

Tools and Services for Growth

I can now send the pictures of 
new dishes that I’ve created via 
Bluetooth or MMS, in addition 
to making phone calls, sending 
emails, and participating in 
the internet forums.

““
- Unregistered Businesswoman
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The most common method for Saudi busi-
nesswomen to promote and share their prod-
ucts and grow their businesses is through 

word of mouth, followed by brochures and 
leaflets, and then bazaars (Figure 4.1.C). 

Figure  4.1.B: Saudi Businesswomen’s Use of Technology Tools*

Figure  4.1.C: Saudi Businesswomen’s Use of Marketing Tools

Tools and Services for Growth
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Compared regionally, Saudi businesswomen 
use internet less than their peers, particu-
larly those in the UAE, who use the internet 
and email much more frequently to commu-
nicate and research business opportunities 
than businesswomen in any other country 
surveyed (Figure 4.1.D).

However, despite overall lower internet use 
than their peers, Saudi businesswomen are 
about as likely to have a company website as 
women in other countries surveyed, with the 
exception of the UAE (Figure 4.1.E).

Figure 4.1.D: MENA Businesswomen’s Use of the Internet 

Figure 4.1.E: Percentage of MENA Businesswomen Who have a Website
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While many female-owned businesses may not 
require high levels of technology, and while word 
of mouth is an effective marketing tool in Saudi 
Arabia, the lack of utilization of technology and 
scalable marketing methods could limit the 
future scope of Saudi businesswomen’s outreach 
and efficiency. This may explain why prospective 
businesswomen identified the need to increase 
the use and sophistication of marketing and 
technology tools as their businesses evolved. For 
example, prospective businesswomen said they 
would rely heavily on word of mouth (76%) and 
less on a website (12%) at the early stages of 
their business. Over time, however, these women 
plan to use more forms of marketing as they 
grow their businesses, placing greater empha-
sis on electronic marketing in particular. 28% 
of prospective businesswomen surveyed stated 
they would use a website to market their busi-
nesses at future stages (Figure 4.1.F).

Figure 4.1.F: Prospective Businesswomen’s Plans to 
Use Marketing Tools at Early and Future Stages

Tools and Services for Growth

“

I think the print version of 
our product will become more 
and more just a symbol of our 
organization. What we really 
hope for is to use the brand 
of our publication to drive 
users to our website. Our 
scope of outreach becomes 
so much larger through our 
website and so much easier 
to manage as a start-up 
with few employees. We’re 
on Facebook and all sorts of 
networking sites as well. 

“

- Female magazine owner
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Figure 4.1.G: Prospective Businesswomen’s Plans to Use Technology at Early and Future Stages

A similar trend can be observed in the prospec-
tive businesswoman’s plan for technology tools. 
At the early stages of the business, prospective 
businesswomen plan on using fewer tools, such 
as mobile phones and personal computers, and 
transitioning over time to use a higher num-
ber of tools and more technologically complex 
services, such as a network of computers and 
video conferencing (Figure 4.1.G). 

Many businesswomen have already integrat-
ed marketing and technology tools into their 
operations; however, increased use would 
allow businesswomen to communicate more 
regularly and creatively with their clients. Fur-
ther training in and use of these tools could 
accelerate their integration into business.
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In contrast, women in other MENA countries 
do not unanimously have growth-oriented 
goals (Figure 5.2.B). Between 49% and 81% 
of MENA businesswomen plan to expand 

their businesses, while 10% to 45% prefer to 
maintain current levels, and few (3 to 7%) 
plan on selling or closing their businesses.

Figure  5.2.A: Saudi Businesswomen’s Goals in the Next 2 Years

“

My father encouraged me 
to get involved in his travel 
agency because he believed 
I could do well in tourism. 
that’s how I entered this 
business, but after moving 
with my family to another city, 
I started to organize group 
trips and travel packages 
from home by coordinating 
with international travel 
agencies. I eventually 
succeeded in starting up a 
travel agency with two other 
businesswomen from the 
Gulf. We are now opening 
new branches and serving 
corporate clients. 

“

- Registered Businesswoman

Conclusion: The Way Forward
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Figure  5.2.B: MENA Businesswomen’s Goals in the Next 2 Years *

It is perhaps this optimism and determina-
tion that has driven businesswomen in Saudi 
Arabia to pursue business activities despite 
the challenges they encounter. Several of the 
surveyed businesswomen are the pioneers 
of female entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia, 
paving a path for the others that have fol-
lowed in their footsteps. Yet businesswomen 
face real challenges to the growth of their 
businesses and these stem from the business 
environment, from businesswomen’s current 
financing trends, and limited use of market-

ing and technology in their day-to-day activ-
ities. Policy makers, financing institutions, 
and entrepreneurship support organizations 
can play a significant role in providing need-
ed support for Saudi businesswomen. Given 
further encouragement and attention, busi-
nesswomen have the potential to become a 
significant engine for economic growth in 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: as employers, 
as role models for future generations, and as 
effective contributors to national economic 
development.
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6.1. PERSOnAl PROFIlE: 
SAUDI BUSInESSWOMEn
While there is no one mold for business-
women in Saudi Arabia, most registered 
businesswomen are between the ages of 25 
and 44, married, and over half have three 
children or more.  Registered businesswomen 
are educated and have on average 11 years 
of business experience. They have most likely 
started their businesses themselves, which 
they own entirely. They spend on average 40 
hours per week managing their businesses. 

Unregistered businesswomen are slightly 
younger, just as likely to be married, but have 
more children on average than registered 
businesswomen. They have a similar level 
of education but are less experienced in the 
business field, with an average of 8.7 years 
of business experience. Finally, most unreg-
istered businesswomen own 100% of their 
businesses and spend on average 42 hours 
per week managing them. 

Saudi businesswomen are close in age to 
businesswomen in the MENA countries, but 
Saudi female entrepreneurs are much more 
likely to be married and have children. Saudi 
businesswomen are less educated, but have 
more business experience than all but Leba-
nese businesswomen. Saudi businesswom-
en are significantly more likely than other 
women in the MENA region to be the sole 
owners of their businesses, but spend much 
less time in day-to-day management.

Age

Unregistered businesswomen are relatively 
younger than registered businesswomen, but 
most are between 25 and 44 years old (Fig-
ure 6.1.A). On average, registered Saudi busi-
nesswomen are about the same age as busi-
nesswomen in the other surveyed countries 
(Figure 6.1.B). They are older than the busi-
nesswomen in Jordan, the UAE, and Tunisia, 
but younger than businesswomen in Bahrain 
and Lebanon.

Figure  6.1.A: Ages of Saudi Businesswomen Figure  6.1.B: Ages of MENA Businesswomen 

Appendix: Personal Profile
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Marital Status

More than three quarters of Saudi business-
women are married but unregistered busi-
nesswomen are more likely than registered 
businesswomen to be single (17.7% com-
pared to 9.4%), in line with their younger 
profile (Figure 6.1.C). Businesswomen are 
slightly more likely to be married than 
women in the national workforce; according 
to the Eighth National Development Plan, 
69% of working women in 2004 were mar-
ried, which, as the plan states, “demonstrates 
clearly that it is possible to strike a balance 
between economic activity and family-relat-
ed duties.” Additionally, 39.3% of registered 
businesswomen and 47.1% of unregistered 
businesswomen have 4 children or more (Fig-
ure 6.1.D).

Figure  6.1.C: Saudi Businesswomen’s Marital Status Figure  6.1.D: Number of Children Saudi 
Businesswomen Have

Appendix: Personal Profile
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Saudi businesswomen are much more likely 
to be married than their counterparts in other 
MENA countries (Figure 6.1.E): between 56% 
and 72% of the businesswomen in other 
countries are single compared to only 9.4% 
of Saudi businesswomen. They are also more 
likely to have children (Figure 6.1.F). 

Education

The majority of Saudi businesswomen have 
completed a high school degree or some form 
of postsecondary education (Figure 6.1.G).

Figure  6.1.E: MENA Businesswomen’s Marital Status 
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Figure 6.1.F: Percentage of MENA Businesswomen Who 
Have Children

Figure  6.1.G: Saudi Businesswomen’s Education Level

Appendix: Personal Profile
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Although education levels are similar among 
registered and unregistered businesswomen, 
registered businesswomen are significantly 
more likely to have pursued a postgraduate 
degree (10.9% compared to 1.6%). Moreover, 
while the majority of university-educated 
businesswomen attended local public univer-
sities, three out of ten completed their stud-
ies abroad. This incidence is higher among 
registered businesswomen than unregistered 
ones: whereas 32.3% of registered business-
women studied abroad, this corresponds to 
only 8% of unregistered businesswomen. 
92% of unregistered businesswomen stud-
ied in local public universities, compared 
to 62.6% of registered businesswomen. The 
remaining 5% of registered businesswomen 
studied in local public universities, whereas 
no unregistered businesswomen reported 
graduating from local private universities.

The most preferred field of study among 
university-educated businesswomen, both 
registered and unregistered, does not corre-
spond with the most popular concentrations 
among university graduates. According to the 
Ministry of Higher Education statistics from 

2006, the majority of female Saudi university 
students graduate in Humanities (29.6%), 
followed by Social Sciences (14.6%), and 
Islamic Studies (14.1%). Only 2.9% of female 
university graduates concentrate in Business. 
In contrast, 28.2% of Saudi businesswomen 
graduates concentrated in Business, followed 
by Teaching (14.5%) and Sociology (10.5%).

In addition, according to statistics issued 
by the Ministry of Economy and Planning 
in 2004, Saudi businesswomen are a much 
more educated group than the Saudi work-
force; whereas 14.5% of the Saudi workforce 
has no formal education, this applies to less 
than 1% of Saudi businesswomen (Figure 
6.1.H). Saudi businesswomen, both regis-
tered and unregistered, are much more likely 
to have completed some form of postsecond-
ary education.

However, the level of formal postsecond-
ary education among Saudi businesswomen 
(58%) is lower than in most of the MENA 
countries, where it ranges from 76% to 91% 
and higher only than Lebanon, which stands 
at 40% (Figure 6.1.I).

Figure  6.1.H: Saudi Businesswomen’s Education Level Compared to the National Workforce
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years of Experience

The interviewed businesswomen have varying 
levels of experience in the field of business, 
but registered businesswomen have been 
in business for a longer period of time than 
unregistered businesswomen (Figure 6.1.J). 

On average, registered businesswomen have 
been in business for 11 years compared to 8.7 
years for unregistered businesswomen.

Most businesswomen began their entrepre-
neurial activity without previous employ-
ment experience, but registered business-
women have more work experience than 
unregistered ones (Figure 6.1.K). 

For those who were employed, and in keep-
ing with national statistics, education 
was the most popular field of employment 
(51%)1. Other fields of employment include 
sales and marketing (18.4%), followed by 

Figure  6.1.I: Percentage of MENA Businesswomen Pursuing Postsecondary Education 

Figure  6.1.J: Saudi Businesswomen’s Experience in Running a Business 

Appendix: Personal Profile
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Figure  6.1.K: Saudi Businesswomen’s Previous Employment Experience (Years)

Figure  6.1.L: MENA Businesswomen’s Previous 
Employment Experience (Years)

administrative work in a government entity 
(8.2%), translation (6.1%), banking (5.1%), 
the health sector (5.1%), work at a charity 
organization (4.1%), and consulting (2%). 
The average length of businesswomen’s work 
experience was 6.6 years.

On average, female entrepreneurs in Saudi 
Arabia, who have been in business for 11 
years, have more years of experience than 
women in Jordan (6.5 years), the UAE (6.7 
years), Bahrain (9 years), and Tunisia (9.3 
years), but not as many years as women in 
Lebanon, who have been in business for an 
average of 12.3 years (Figure 6.1.L).

1 According to the Eighth National Development Plan, Saudi women’s employment is largely concentrated in the education sector (85.8%), 
followed by health and social work (6.1%), and finally public administration (4.4%). The corresponding figures for men’s workforce participation 
are 46.8% in public administration, followed by 14.3% in education. The lack of diversity in employment is therefore much more pronounced 
for women than men.
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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

Appendix: Business Profile
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