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Women’s entrepreneurship is critical to an economy’s growth and development, yet
it faces a variety of difficulties. This study aims to conduct a theoretical assessment
of women’s entrepreneurship in Yemen and examine the problems it faces in its
development. The findings show that women entrepreneurs in Yemen face numerous
hurdles, including social, cultural, and institutional barriers; financial constraints; a
lack of entrepreneurial education and knowledge; and a deficiency in training and
incubation support. Consequently, it is suggested that a complete ecosystem for
women’s entrepreneurship be developed, involving various stakeholders and comprising
different types of facilities capable of assisting women entrepreneurs and ensuring their
optimum advantage.
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INTRODUCTION

Entrepreneurship and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) have historically played an
essential role in providing a consistent income for low-income people and reducing their social
instability (Chu et al., 2007; Estrin and Mickiewicz, 2011; Li et al., 2020; Alshebami and Seraj, 2021;
Cai et al., 2021; Chew et al., 2021; Rafiq and Muhammad, 2021). The account for the majority of
emerging countries’ GDP (International Finance Corporation, 2000). The growth of SMEs can lead
to enhanced women’s entrepreneurship and gender equality (Stevenson et al., 2010). However, to
reap the maximum benefit of entrepreneurship in economic growth and other areas, both genders
must be involved in the development cycle (Aidis et al., 2007). Women-owned firms account for
between 25% and 33% of formal sector enterprises worldwide (Langowitz et al., 2005). Accordingly,
they can provide a variety of chances for employment development and economic growth (Brush
and Cooper, 2012; Banihani, 2020). Moreover, women’s employment aids in the recovery from
conflict in impacted areas, which frequently leave them with the dual weight of economic and family
responsibilities.

In many nations, entrepreneurship, in general, has received little attention, let alone
women’s entrepreneurship (Langowitz et al., 2005). Although women entrepreneurs contribute
to economic development, this is still insignificant compared to their male counterparts
(Minniti and Arenius, 2003).

Women entrepreneurs worldwide have a great deal in common, mainly in relation to the
difficulties and barriers they face. Although women’s entrepreneurship is expanding in the Middle
East, they still have the lowest recorded proportion of Total Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA),
at 4% (Salama, 2020). In addition, only about 28% of adult women in the Middle East are
classified as economically active (Hattab, 2012), the lowest figure in the world. Further, women’s
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entrepreneurial engagement in the Arab area is the weakest in
the world (UNDP, 2006), even though they play a crucial
role in enhancing and diversifying the entrepreneurial
ecosystem (Verheul et al., 2006) and providing outlets
for the potential fulfillment and expression of women
(Eddleston and Powell, 2008).

Compared to other parts of the world, the employment
gap between men and women in the Arab world is quite
wide (Mcloughlin, 2013) despite Islam’s support for women
to increasingly exercise their rights in economic and social
activities. Women in the Middle East, particularly in the Arab
countries, continue to be hampered by conservative cultural
practices that prevent them from obtaining their rights in
economic participation, education, and other aspects of society.
Furthermore, because women are more likely to work in
industries with smaller enterprises (Niethammer, 2013), it is
assumed that any externalities such as war will have a more
significant impact on their business activities.

Consequently, when women run vulnerable small businesses
in a challenging climate, they are likely to confront numerous
obstacles, the most significant of which are the highly
bureaucratic business environment and the lengthy and costly
delays in their firms’ licensing, approval process. Additionally,
economies in general are not predisposed to demand female labor
due to cultural attitudes, generic regulations, and poor support
systems (O’Sullivan et al., 2011). Other obstacles include a lack
of high-quality education, limited labor market mobility, a lack
of enforcement of laws protecting women’s rights, and limited
access to financing (Mcloughlin, 2013).

Arab women entrepreneurs encounter a range of barriers
that can frustrate their initiatives. These include gender-specific
legislative barriers, insufficient budgets, minimal societal support,
male partner control of the enterprise, a lack of research
and data to drive an effective advocacy strategy, as well as a
gender gap, cultural norms, and civil regulations. The security
situation of their countries and internal instability may also
deter women from becoming entrepreneurs (Mohsen, 2007; Sadi
and Al-ghazali, 2010; Danis and Smith, 2012; Alkwifi et al.,
2020; Salama, 2020). These hurdles, particularly the financial
ones, highlight the importance of encouraging measures such as
angel investment, government loans, and equity capital to assist
women to pursue entrepreneurship and become self-sufficient,
independent, and financially secure (Nuttner, 1993). Women
can also be inspired to enter business by providing them with
the essential skills, knowledge, and entrepreneurial education
to help them gain confidence, improve their performance, and
participate in company operations (Allen et al., 2007; Alshebami
et al., 2020).

Yemen is similar to other Middle Eastern countries in
its conservative society. Accordingly, because of accumulated
cultural ideas and conventions, a perception toward women
has developed that they should stay home to care for their
children, leaving the economic activities solely to men as the
family’s breadwinners. Such beliefs hinder women’s employment
opportunities (UNDP, 2006) and prevent them from reaping the
potential benefits of economic participation for their families.
Furthermore, although the country has a law for SMEs that

allows for the equal opportunity of men and women, women are
regarded differently when opting to create their small firms due to
their socially determined positions and limited access to networks
(International Finance Corporation, 2007). Uneducated Yemeni
women are not the only ones who are unemployed; educated
women face the same difficulties in securing work. Consequently,
entrepreneurship provides an ideal alternative for women in
Yemen to enter and gain confidence in the workforce (Allen et al.,
2007; Alshebami and Khandare, 2015).

In conclusion, the above discussion demonstrates the limited
empirical and theoretical research on entrepreneurship in general
in Yemen and on women entrepreneurs in particular. This
highlights the need for more research to help develop the
women’s entrepreneurship sector in this country. Accordingly,
this article theoretically reviews the available literature, analyses
the available challenges, provides several recommendations
for policymakers, and creates a proposed entrepreneurship
ecosystem for developing women entrepreneurs in Yemen.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Status of Women Entrepreneurs in
Yemen
Yemen is one of the poorest Arab countries, with an international
poverty rate of 18.8% and a national poverty rate of 48.6%.
Since the end of 2014, the Yemeni economy has shrunk by
39%, according to the World Bank (2019). Internal conflicts
and armed skirmishes in the country have wreaked havoc on
the government’s economy and stability since 2015, resulting in
a slew of economic and political issues and ultimately leading
to a significant increase in poverty and unemployment. Armed
confrontations have harmed almost every sector, but small and
medium-sized women-owned enterprises have been particularly
hard hit (Maasher, 2019). Although the entire population has
suffered during these conflicts, women are especially adversely
affected, as they must handle both the income-generating
economic activities as well as the home responsibilities to support
their families. They are compelled to seek employment to meet
their necessities and to support their husbands.

Yemeni women are capable of conducting business, not just
to support their families but also to succeed as entrepreneurs.
However, their low contribution in the market is due to many
factors, such as a lack of self-confidence and the business
information, skills, and experience needed to establish a business.
Moreover, restrictive educational practices, family roles and
responsibilities, and barriers to economic engagement are
problems for women in Yemen and other Arab countries, largely
stemming from these societies’ local cultures (Hattab, 2012).
This suggests that government should endeavor to foster the
growth of women-owned businesses and their participation in
the labor market.

Generally in Yemen, it is believed that women’s rightful
place is in the home and that men are responsible to earn a
living to support their families. Largely due to this negative
cultural perception, Yemeni women have been prevented from
contributing to their family’s standard of living and Yemen’s
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total GDP women. According to research, over 3 million Yemeni
women and girls are at risk of gender violence, making Yemen
the worst country in the world for gender inequality (Brady,
2019). The gender segregation in Yemen adds to the problem; on
top of society’s negative perception of women’s participation in
business, women themselves worsen this perception by allowing
only female trainers or instructors to train them throughout
the initial business phases (Niethammer, 2013). Also, despite
their desire and motivation to start a business, entrepreneurs in
Yemen, regardless of gender, lack confidence in the reliability
and accuracy of the information provided about their potential
businesses to investors, which contributes to a loss of trust,
interest, and confidence among business investors in supporting
proposed projects. Entrepreneurs in Yemen who can assess
the potential of their enterprises and fully comprehend the
interests and expectations of investors are few and far between
(Qasem, 2017).

As a result, entrepreneurship is vastly underdeveloped in
Yemen. Neither the government nor international agencies are
focused on its growth and development, and its significance
to the economy is largely overlooked. Even though women
entrepreneurs expend a great deal of effort in starting their
businesses and have success stories to tell, they also play a
crucial role in their failure or in limiting their business scope by
complying with the existing cultural norms and opting to work
primarily in routine female business activities and ignoring other
economic opportunities. According to the findings of the baseline
survey conducted by the Social Fund for Development (SFD) in
2004, Yemen has around 310,000 businesses. Out of the total,
3% were women-owned businesses, and 77% of these were in the
service sector, such as the beauty care, tailoring, education, health
care, commerce, and retail services.

According to Burjorjee (2008), Yemeni women entrepreneurs
are typically involved in very small-scale, home-based businesses
with few opportunities to work outside the home. Their projects
usually include sewing, incense manufacturing, textile buying
and selling, perfumes, hairdressing, and animal husbandry.
Previously, these projects were funded by microfinance
institutions; however, the SMEPS and UNDP (2015) indicated
that 73% of these enterprises had no access to external funding
since the 2015 war began. To fund their endeavors, women rely
on their savings and help from friends. Furthermore, it was
revealed that 29% of women firm owners intended to use revenue
diversification as a survival strategy.

Accordingly, training, monitoring, and consulting services are
required to implement women’s business ideas and maximize
the monies they obtain. Currently, mobile phones and other
apps can be used by development programs and institutions
operating in Yemen to communicate with female entrepreneurs
and provide them with the necessary developmental skills,
financial resources, and consulting services. Accordingly, the
SFD, which is represented by different entities, has successfully
adopted technology by using the WhatsApp application to
provide technical support to women entrepreneurs with the
assistance of experienced women business counselors. Private
health clinics, import and export, manufacturing, reselling, and
other services are all covered in this program. Other programs

and business incubators, such as the Rowad Foundation,
Block One Business Incubator, Youth Leadership Development
Foundation (YLDF), and Khadija Program for Entrepreneurship
Training and Business Incubation, were also launched before the
2015 confrontations in Yemen. Unfortunately, due to the present
conflict in the country, many programs have been either halted or
cut back. If strengthened, these foundations can play a vital role
in promoting women’s entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship in
general throughout the country.

Impediments to Women
Entrepreneurship in Yemen
Many young women in Yemen have unique ideas but lack
the skills to put them into action, the financial resources to
fund them, and the management experience to oversee them.
Self-sufficient women who want to improve their standard of
living and support their families may be inspired to start small
enterprises with the help of such initiatives and foundations.
Yemeni women have excellent entrepreneurial talents, but
they lack the ability, training, and support to develop those
skills further and reach their full potential (Ahmad, 2011).
They additionally face challenges related to high financial
risk, lack of financing, economic barriers, lack of skills and
supportive services, and an ineffective Yemeni educational

TABLE 1 | Selected contextual data on Yemen.

Male Female

Unemployed adults 12.4 54.7

Discouraged job seekers 60 40

Workers in the informal employment sector 68.7 63.4

High-skilled share of labor force 6.8 1.1

Contributing family workers 9.4 38.5

Own account workers 31.3 26.1

Source: Compiled by the researcher based on data from WEF (2018).

TABLE 2 | The status of women entrepreneurs supported by microfinance
institutions.

Program No. of
disbursed

loans

Total
borrowers

Women (%)

National MF Foundation 479 12,600 34

Al-Kuraimi Islamic Microfinance Bank 403 3,755 7

Al-Amal Microfinance Bank 352 33,502 38

Nama Microfinance Foundation 353 5,677 31

Hadhramaut Microfinance Program 318 6,522 31

Al-Tadhamon Microfinance Program 216 3,618 28

Al-Ittihad Microfinance Program 144 3,644 80

Azal Microfinance Program 107 3,079 41

Aden MF Foundation 0 9,802 66

Al-Awa’el MF Company 0 1,291 78

Total 2,372 83,490

Source: Compiled by the researchers using data from Social Fund for Development
[SFD] (2018).
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system, which does not prepare Yemeni youth for the world
of entrepreneurship (Qatinah, 2016). Additionally, high-interest
rates, financial literacy, erroneous religious perceptions, and
requested collateral on loans are all factors that need to be
considered in enhancing women’s opportunities in business
(Alshebami and Khandare, 2015).

Women entrepreneurs often face challenges besides financial
ones, such as access to markets and networks and restrictive rules
and regulations, even after receiving the necessary training and
finishing the requisite programs. Women’s failure to establish
income-generating activity is primarily due to their social
culture, according to Stevenson et al. (2010). It is also due
to the lack of a specific law aimed at protecting women
from gender discrimination (Moyer et al., 2019). According
to the United States Agency for International Development
(USAID), Women are also concerned with how society
perceives them, which may demotivate them from thinking
entrepreneurially, attending a training program, or starting
small projects. Women, in particular, therefore require training
that is customized to their needs and takes into account their
vulnerable social status.

In a patriarchal, morally dominated society that inhibits
female-initiated business ventures, women are subject to many
ethical, coded, and unwritten social mores (Roomi and Parrott,
2008). Therefore, to pave the way for women entrepreneurs
and reduce the challenges they face in Yemen, it is necessary
to provide them with an adequate environment equipped
with essential facilities. It is also advisable to connect them
with microfinance institutions, development organizations,
incubators, and other mechanisms so they receive the required
financial assistance and technical training to run their businesses
successfully. Furthermore, the private sector should also support
women entrepreneurs by either funding them directly or
providing them with the necessary training and consultation
that will enable them to obtain the funding and other
assistance they need.

A Glance at Selected Yemen Individuals’
Economic Indicators
Table 1 shows that unemployed women account for about 54.7%
of the workforce in Yemen, compared to 12.4% for men. This
percentage demonstrates the impact of the gender gap in the
country and indicates that the unemployment problem is a
significant challenge. One solution to this systemic problem is to
establish and promote a vibrant entrepreneurship ecosystem that
paves the road for and motivates Yemeni individuals in general,
and women in particular, to start new business ventures. The table
also shows that women account for roughly 40% of discouraged
job seekers, while men account for 60%. This could be attributed
to previous governments’ longstanding poor performance and
failure to support SMEs, as well as the country’s ongoing armed
conflicts, which have forced hundreds of thousands of people to
leave their jobs. In terms of workers in the informal sector, both
men and women have achieved more than 60%, indicating that
most Yemeni individuals work in this sector and rely on informal
finance and qualifications. This could also mean a high level of

financial exclusion of individuals as majority of them depend on
informal sources for financing their needs.

In terms of the highly skilled labor force, women make up
only 1.1% of the total, while men account for 6.8%, highlighting
the need for more developmental training and assistance for
both female and male entrepreneurs. Males make up 38.5% of
the workers contributing to families, whereas women account
for only 9.4%, a common occurrence due to the culture, which
encourages women to stay at home while forcing men to
go to work to support their family. Finally, the table shows
that 31.3% of men and 26.1% of women in Yemen work for
their own. Overall, it is clear from the previous discussion
that an ecosystem supporting women’s entrepreneurship in
Yemen and involving various stakeholders is required. Thus, the
following section describes a proposed women entrepreneurship
ecosystem for Yemen.

Table 2 shows that practically all the MFIs in Yemen support
women; however, due to the current war and internal disputes,
the number of active women entrepreneurs has decreased to
83,490 from 120,839 in 2014. However, despite the ongoing
economic slump and volatility, women demonstrate a high
borrowing rate, indicating an increased interest and willingness
to start small businesses despite cultural and local customs
barriers. The MFIs mentioned above and the programs they
represent appear to be ineffective; sadly, they do not provide a
comprehensive bundle of various sorts of microfinance products
and services to assist women. The majority of them give
microcredit, while others offer loans for consumption, which
is completely counter to the objective of microfinance as a
tool for poverty alleviation and employment creation. Training
and support should be provided in tandem with the financial
assistance provided to women entrepreneurs to ensure they
get the most out of it and minimize their potential risks as
much as feasible.

PROPOSED ECOSYSTEM FOR WOMEN
ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN YEMEN

People with an entrepreneurial mentality are anticipated to
perform better than those with a conservative one. However, to
build the entrepreneurial mindset of people in general, the right
environment is required to encourage them to think creatively
and act innovatively. In Yemen, however, people are generally
motivated to innovate but lack the necessary resources to do
so. Therefore, the study recommends that an entrepreneurial
ecosystem framework be established for Yemeni women, aimed
at assisting policymakers in paving the way for entrepreneurship
and overcoming the obstacles they currently face.

Figure 1 depicts the recommended model for promoting
female entrepreneurship in Yemen. It emphasizes the importance
of providing an environment containing essential infrastructural
facilities, such as government assistance and legislation, and
social and cultural facilities, such as social support, gender
equity, role models, and gender equity. The approach also
underlines the importance of working with various financial
institutions, MFIs, commercial banks, crowdfunding platforms,
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FIGURE 1 | Proposed framework for women entrepreneurship ecosystem in Yemen. Source: Modified from Isenberg (2011).
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and other financing facilities to provide the necessary financial
support. Moreover, it is vital to focus on developing the country’s
educational system by incorporating entrepreneurial education
into school and university curricula and establishing the requisite
incubators and training centers. There is also a need to develop
individuals and their abilities, which can be accomplished by
setting the required developmental foundations and programs.
In conclusion, decision-makers in Yemen must consider all
these elements when developing policies to encourage women’s
entrepreneurship in order to maximize the benefits to the country
and its citizens.

DISCUSSION

This study aimed to understand the status of women
entrepreneurship in Yemen and identify the crucial factors
restricting its growth and development. Despite the limited
literature on this topic, it is apparent that Women entrepreneurs
in Yemen are confronted with numerous problems and
difficulties that stifle their growth and development. A major
impediment is that they are unable, through the lack of support,
to comprehend their business concepts fully and, as a result,
fail to garner the attention and meet the expectations of
local or international investors, thus resulting in the loss of
funding opportunities.

Furthermore, Yemen’s flawed and corrupt judicial system
is ineffective in defending women’s rights. It has been further
found that the lack of property management legislation leads
to confrontations and disagreements among entrepreneurs who
want to buy a property and start a business. In addition,
weak economic reforms and bankruptcy rules pose a barrier
to women’s participation in the business sector. Women’s
prospects of flourishing in the market and competing with other
rivals are limited due to a lack of financial support, technical
training, coaching services, and developmental programs. There
are also inadequate physical facilities, such as power, roads,
internet, networks, and other services, in the country to support
entrepreneurial activity. These findings are in line with previous
studies conducted globally (Minkus-Mckenna, 2009; Ahmad,
2011; Fallatah, 2012; De Vita et al., 2014; Alshebami and
Khandare, 2015; Alshebami and Rengarajan, 2017; Nsengimana
and Tengeh, 2017; Mathew, 2019; Aljarodi, 2020; Cai et al.,
2021).

Additionally, the local market is dominated by a few corrupt
families, who only allow their products to be manufactured.
This leads to monopoly and control of the markets, which is
considered a significant barrier to women’s entry into business.
It is also reported that women in Yemen face cultural challenges,
such as the lack of social mobility and male dominance of the
country’s businesses. In addition, women face the challenge of
inadequate support from family and friends. These challenges are
supported by numerous studies (Sadi and Al-ghazali, 2010; Danis
and Smith, 2012; Welsh et al., 2014; Al-ghamri, 2016; AbuBakar
et al., 2017; Alkhaldi et al., 2018; Alhothali, 2020).

Finally, despite their intention and willingness to carry out
business activities, women entrepreneurs must improve their

human capital, emotional intelligence, psychological capital,
knowledge and skills, and entrepreneurial mindset. All these
factors contribute to directing their behavior and thinking toward
familiarizing themselves with business environments and know-
how in order to achieve their objectives (Sadi and Al-ghazali,
2010; Ahmad, 2011; Darley and Khizindar, 2015; Alkwifi et al.,
2020; Alshebami and Alamri, 2020).

CONCLUSION

Women’s economic participation in society offers them the
opportunity to achieve their goals and support their families,
which also benefits children and men (OCED, 2017). However,
in many regions of the world, including Yemen, women
entrepreneurs remain an untapped source of wealth and face
numerous hurdles that stifle their growth and development.

These include constraints related to social and cultural factors,
financial support, knowledge and training support, institutional
support, and entrepreneurial education and skill development.
Women entrepreneurs can be discouraged by a lack of finances,
training, and consultation; economic instability, ongoing armed
conflicts, and religious restrictions. These circumstances may
lead to women working in the informal sector, where they receive
low wages for low-quality work.

Consequently, there is a need to increase women’s propensity
to work in business, which could be accomplished by
restructuring school and university educational curricula
and designing them to meet the needs of markets, as well as
preparing graduates with the entrepreneurial intention, skills,
and mindset needed to turn their innovative ideas into successful
business ventures. Yemeni women entrepreneurs’ attitudes,
mindsets, abilities, self-confidence, and behavior must also be
fostered and strengthened. Moreover, there is a compelling
need to nurture leadership qualities, such as creativity, sound
judgment, emotional intelligence, psychological capital, and so
on. Also, initiatives designed to provide women entrepreneurs
with the required skills, information, and training should
collaborate with international financing organizations to ensure
they optimize their opportunities. Further, it is vital to create
awareness about the value of small and micro businesses
and entrepreneurship and share triumphant tales of female
entrepreneurs in the media, which can boost the translation of
new ideas into business initiatives.

Additionally, new and young businesses require assistance to
ensure their survival and growth, which can be accomplished by
increasing access to advisory services and the use of technology
in the workplace. Laws should be written to discourage
discrimination against women when it comes to starting a
business or carrying out commercial operations; laws should be
gender-agnostic. In addition, the government should encourage
the private sector, particularly financial institutions, to improve
their regulatory environments for aiding women entrepreneurs.
Moreover, research and development should investigate potential
investment opportunities for women entrepreneurs and show
how they can successfully access and benefit from them. Lastly,
a greater focus on designing capacity-building programs for
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women entrepreneurs that are congruent with cultural norms
and practices is required.

In conclusion, it should be mentioned that supporting and
developing women entrepreneurs in Yemen begins from the
ground up. It necessitates a concerted effort from all market
sectors, actors, government, and international institutions. As
a result, there is a pressing need to create a thriving women’s
entrepreneurship ecosystem capable of providing the necessary
support and facilities to female entrepreneurs. The government
should establish an entrepreneurship development strategy in
coordination with the private sector, MFIs, NGOs, international
organizations, commercial banks, developmental foundations,
investors, and other relevant parties. The joint effort undertaken
by these stakeholders in Yemen will allow women entrepreneurs
to develop their knowledge and skills, benefit from available
resources, and reduce their uncertainty and risk in starting
businesses. On a larger societal scale, this will ultimately help to

mitigate poverty and unemployment and increase the country’s
economic growth and development.
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