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To the United Arab Emirates. Jewel of the Middle East and an example to 
all young Countries.
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I am honored and humbled to write this foreword for a book that delves 
into a topic which is close to my area of research interest—
“Entrepreneurship”. The topic is of particular relevance to the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE) because of a paradigm shift in the growth curve of 
this nation in the past decades. The outlook of the local Emirati popula-
tion has undergone a remarkable transformation from the families of the 
pearl divers to oil exporters to an ambitious, well-educated, innovative 
young generation who are ready to march ahead on their own.

The global crisis of 2008–2009, resulting in widespread unemploy-
ment and unprecedented levels of job loss, provided me with an oppor-
tunity to explore the entrepreneurship intentions among the youth of 
UAE.  Almost a decade back, I started carrying out primary research 
among Emirati youth who had undertaken Business Studies in their 
undergraduate programs. It was amazing to witness the immense interest 
among university students in starting their own ventures and, most 
importantly, Emirati females exhibited exactly the same intentions and 
entrepreneurial propensity as their male counterparts—a result that was 
an eye-opener in this part of the globe. They cited job creation as their 
most important contribution as a future entrepreneur and were extremely 
confident of their capabilities. However, the students highlighted the 
need for the right environment with a focus on entrepreneurship educa-
tion as the prerequisite to their success. They pointed out the need to 

Foreword



viii  Foreword

develop a generation of people who are more creative and risk-taking and 
prepare them for leadership in the new global marketplace.

My first round of studies on entrepreneurial propensity among the 
Emirati youth gained the support of Wharton Business School to take 
this project further ahead and study the performance of the existing 
entrepreneurial ventures, in the form of family business firms in the 
UAE.  The older-generation entrepreneurs and their family-run busi-
nesses form the backbone of the UAE—an estimated 75% of the private 
economy in the Middle East is governed by 5000 families who generate 
70% of regional employment. My results indicated that younger and 
smaller firms in the UAE had higher market valuations (Tobin’s Q) and 
family firms showed strong financial soundness in terms of returns on 
assets and equity—a result that was quite contrary to opinions and beliefs 
about the Middle East.

My research studies showed that on one hand, there was a remarkable 
success story of the family-owned business which highlighted the glory of 
the older-generation entrepreneurs in building up the primary and sec-
ondary sectors in the UAE. On the other hand, there is a strong spirit of 
entrepreneurship among young Emiratis who need to be exposed to a 
conducive environment where they can flourish. Today, the UAE 
Government has openly recognized the need for economic diversification 
where entrepreneurship, innovation, start-ups, and new enterprises have 
to play a significant role in building up a knowledge-based economy. 
However, one needs to fully understand and appreciate that the older 
model cannot be applied or implemented in the present context. This was 
the clear lacuna that was identified in my research—a wide gap that has 
emerged today between entrepreneurial intentions and implementation. 
As the nation waits for the glorious history of the family-run firms to 
repeat itself in the UAE, the ongoing changes in regulations, economic 
environment, competition, peer pressure, globalization, processes, and 
practices have made it far more difficult for the present generation to 
implement their intentions. There is, therefore, a pressing need to bridge 
this gap by exploring the possible reasons for the high intentions and low 
implementations.

It gives me immense pleasure to introduce this book Advancing 
Entrepreneurship in the United Arab Emirates which took up the research 
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from the point where I had left it—with a clear focus on understanding 
the barriers, obstacles, and challenges faced by the Emirati youth during 
their decision-making process. This research explores the journeys of 
potential Emirati entrepreneurs in the UAE and provides very interesting 
insights into some of the personal traits that influence the making of a 
successful entrepreneur—like the drive for success, the need for achieve-
ment, an attitude for taking risks, and the capacity to innovate. The book 
then goes on to delve beyond the basic motivational, inspirational, and 
personal characteristics to explore practical solutions in terms of cultural 
issues, educational background, access to finance, and government sup-
port, to name a few.

Finally, the researcher proposes a model of entrepreneurship for the 
UAE where the themes and sub-themes from the qualitative research 
were interconnected to identify distinct pathways for the future actions 
of an individual. This exercise also provides a taxonomy of Emirati entre-
preneurs which helps distinguish support for Emirati who are at different 
stages of their entrepreneurial journey. The model helps us understand 
and realize why and how two individuals with the same entrepreneurial 
intentions, ambition, and motivation in their youth end up choosing dif-
ferent career paths later in their lives. This model serves a dual purpose; 
first, it offers valuable insights to potential entrepreneurs to better under-
stand their own intentions, perceptions, and also be aware of the chal-
lenges that lie ahead. Second, once the barriers and obstacles are identified, 
it gives clear directions to the concerned organizations (government, 
policymakers, financial organizations, incubators, and educational insti-
tutions) to provide suitable support mechanisms that help establish an 
environment more conducive for further developing entrepreneurship in 
the UAE.

In this book, Minhas carried out extensive and intensive research to 
identify the issues, barriers, and challenges that are confronting the 
Emirati youth today. The book provides the much-needed solutions to 
empower them to act on their intentions. The publication would prove 
to be extremely insightful not only to future entrepreneurs but also to 
government organizations, policymakers, financiers, incubators, and 
educational institutions that would have to be strongly involved in 
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extending the necessary support to potential entrepreneurs in their future 
pursuits.

I would like to extend my heartiest congratulations to Minhas for his 
valuable contribution in this field and the commendable research he has 
undertaken to explore the opportunities and challenges of the young and 
aspiring Emirati entrepreneurs.

Higher Education Academy, Heslington, UK  
Middlesex University, Dubai, UAE 

Sudipa Majumdar
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In its short history the United Arab Emirates (UAE) is at a cross roads, 
yet again. The country is going through widespread structural changes as 
it tries to make a shift from a fossil fuel to a knowledge based economy. 
Young Emiratis are needed and expected to lead in this endeavor, espe-
cially as entrepreneurs who not only create wealth but jobs and opportu-
nities, to help the UAE establish itself as a leading global economic power 
house. However, when it comes to young Emiratis, studies conducted in 
the region highlight participation levels in entrepreneurship are dispro-
portionate to the levels of investment in the sector. Thus, this book seeks 
to understand some of the reasons behind this entrepreneurial gap, the 
challenges and opportunities, and ultimately how we may be able to 
advance entrepreneurship in the UAE. But the rationale to select entre-
preneurship as a research focus goes beyond this immediate need and 
stems from a belief that entrepreneurship is needed so much more than 
ever before.

As with the UAE, it seems our civilization is also at the cusp of a new 
transformational phase, but then it always is, whether it be the fourth 
industrial revolution, geo-political events, or indeed the latest economic 
calamity. The fact is that our modern civilization is in a constant state of 
flux that seems to be increasing in intensity. Change, more specifically 
economic change, is a ubiquitous component of human existence. It has 
surpassed previously coveted social constructs such as Government or 
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Religion and now firmly holds its place at the pinnacle of all human con-
cerns. There is a general consensus that answers to all our problems are 
hidden within the economic sphere.

Globally, national concerns such as education, healthcare, transport, 
even immigration, to name a few, are inextricably linked to a healthy 
economy. A quick look at the three recent and major elections around the 
world highlight this notion well. In the United States, United Kingdom 
(UK), and France, the economy was top of the agenda for all winning 
parties. For example, in the UK the word economy was mentioned 83 
times in an 88-page Conservative Party manifesto. More importantly a 
healthy economy was identified as the remedy to meet the five main chal-
lenges in the manifesto, “A strong economy that works for everyone” 
being the first of these giant challenges (The Conservative and Unionist 
Party Manifesto, 2017).

The Conservative Party manifesto seems a million miles away when 
looking at entrepreneurship in the UAE but this example highlights a 
global trend where a healthy economy is the main agenda item for society 
at large. This book argues that the most sustainable route to achieving a 
healthy economy is through entrepreneurship. In the case of the UAE, 
and indeed the wider Gulf region, this specifically requires young citizens 
to pick entrepreneurship as a career choice. This should not be a difficult 
sell. The 9–5 life is seen by many in the developed world as a trap. Job 
opportunities do not match up to individuals’ expectations nor their 
aspirations. In this reality, entrepreneurship as a career choice is increas-
ingly becoming a necessity, but nevertheless requires a paradigm shift.

Emerging from the shadows of the last economic crisis, big business 
has lost its position as the steward of industry, capable of delivering jobs 
and a strong economy that works for everyone. This fall from grace has 
led many to question dependable free market economic principles that 
have brought so many out of poverty. I believe that notions of an unfet-
tered market and non-intervention are obsolete. Market competition 
alone is no longer a reliable market regulator. Many markets are now best 
defined as oligopolies and over grown businesses have hijacked innova-
tion, drip feeding it into the market. In this reality individuals who want 
to carve out their own success still need the government to intervene and 
provide support through public private partnerships. This notion goes 
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against the grain of free market ideology but does reflect reality for many 
small entrepreneurs struggling to compete against the giant 
corporations.

Above all I have written this book because of the promise of entrepre-
neurship. Not only because of its potential in the field of social science to 
predict social outcomes and human behavior but also because of its 
promise of freedom for “he who dares”. We live in extraordinary times, 
defined by individualism and marred in uncertainty. In an age of colossal 
problems the need for simple solutions has never been greater. I truly 
believe entrepreneurship has the potential to provide these solutions and 
by applying innovation, individual entrepreneurs have an opportunity to 
play a pivotal role.

Sharjah, UAE Wasif A. Minhas
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1
Introduction

The foundations of our modern civilization stand on entrepreneurship. 
Whether we consider the homes we live in, or the many things we fill 
them with, all aspects of modern life, even love and happiness, are 
enhanced by entrepreneurship. Growth in the importance of entrepre-
neurship is largely due to its recognition as an agent of change. It is 
increasingly positioned as the key ingredient in changing the fortunes of 
individuals, communities, and the State. For this reason, countries, espe-
cially new ones like Singapore, Kazakhstan, and indeed the United Arab 
Emirates (UAE), are invested in it wholeheartedly. There are extensive 
government programs stretching across education, commerce, and indus-
try designed to foster entrepreneurship. All in the hope that one day this 
investment will forge new avenues for economic growth, development, 
and international competitive advantage. This is even more important for 
countries like the UAE and Kazakhstan that have experienced high levels 
of economic growth riding on waves of natural resources.

State investment in entrepreneurship might be an easy sell but returns 
on this investment are not easily quantifiable nor indeed reliable. 
Furthermore, investment in entrepreneurship has not always led to equal 
increases in the number of start-ups. For example, in 2009 the Global 

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-76436-8_1&domain=pdf
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Entrepreneurship Monitor reported that the UAE has increased start-up 
activity by 38%; however, in 2011 it also reported that only 4% of all 
new start-ups were purely Emirati owned (Bosma et al. 2011; El-Sokari 
et al. 2013). This is in sharp contrast to reportedly high levels of entrepre-
neurial intentions among undergraduates and an institutional environ-
ment conducive to entrepreneurship within the UAE (Gupta et al. 2012; 
Haan 2004; Kargwell and Inguva 2012; Sowmya et al. 2010).

In a bid to create a diverse economy that is not overly dependent on 
proceeds from natural resources, the UAE government has decreed the 
advancement of entrepreneurship as one of its key strategic goals 
(Government of Abu Dhabi 2008). As a result, a number of organiza-
tions have sprung up ready to support budding entrepreneurs (Kargwell 
and Inguva 2012). The Khalifa Fund and Mohammad Bin Rashid 
Establishment are two examples of government funded non-profit orga-
nizations mandated to promote and support entrepreneurship within the 
UAE. Despite concerted efforts by the government, and abundant oppor-
tunities for would-be entrepreneurs, the number of nascent businesses 
fully owned by Emiratis is still relatively low (Kerros 2012; Horne et al., 
2011 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor). Furthermore, at 20.8% 
(Makahleh et al. 2012), unemployment rates among UAE Nationals are 
extraordinarily high for a country that achieved 3.6% growth in 2012 
(Horne et al., 2011).

In 2017, the UAE population reached 9.4 million. However, Emirati 
Nationals only represent approximately 13% of the population (World 
Population Review 2015). Nationally, 15–29 year olds represent the larg-
est strata of the Emirati population. The same is true for the wider Gulf 
region, which reportedly has one of the youngest populations on the 
globe (United Nations 2012). Small and Medium Enterprises (SME) and 
entrepreneurs who start them are the engines of a healthy economy 
(Minniti 2008). For example, in Dubai these entrepreneurs represent 
95% of all businesses and employ 42% of the work force (Dubai SME 
2011). A steady stream of new entrepreneurs, especially based in the 
technology sector, is vital for the UAE economy (Government of Abu 
Dhabi 2008; Minniti 2008).

In 2012 UAE’s GDP jumped to 3.6% from 1.3% in 2011; despite 
efforts to diversify the economy the UAE still relies heavily on oil and gas 
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for 82% of its revenues (GEM 2011). The UAE is aiming to build an 
innovative, knowledge-based economy (Government of Abu Dhabi 
2008) which requires the formation of new businesses (Dubai SME 
2011). In 2011, Emiratis started only 4% of new businesses in the UAE 
while unemployment stood approximately at a staggering 20.8% in the 
same year (GEM 2011; Makahleh et al. 2012). As incubation centers and 
educational establishments try to enhance their offers for budding entre-
preneurs (Dubai SME 2011; Kargwell and Inguva 2012), this book high-
lights whether their efforts are bearing fruit and provides insights on 
supporting the government’s strategic plan. Overall, this book aims to 
develop a better understanding of the entrepreneurial process, improve 
practice, and inform policy.

Disproportionate gaps between entrepreneurial intentions among 
undergraduates and the realization of those intentions among the same 
strata, after they graduate, have also been identified in other parts of the 
world (El-Sokari et  al. 2013; Horne et  al. 2011; Ismail et  al. 2009; 
Krueger et al. 2000; Liñan et al. 2011). Low rates of nascent businesses 
pose a significant threat to the UAE’s prosperity. Exploring possible rea-
sons for this disconnect between high entrepreneurial intentions and low 
rates of nascent businesses may help fine tune government policy, which 
is already focused on expanding entrepreneurial activity among the 
Emirati population (Government of Abu Dhabi 2008). A limited num-
ber of studies conducted within the UAE focus on entrepreneurial inten-
tions and rates of entrepreneurial activity; however, research on the clear 
gap between entrepreneurial intentions and action is lacking (El-Sokari 
et al. 2013; Bosma et al. 2011; Kargwell and Inguva 2012; Sowmya et al. 
2010; Ismail et al. 2009). Developing an understanding of why and how 
some Emiratis with entrepreneurial intentions are able to start a business, 
while others with the same intentions opt to seek employment, will high-
light the challenges faced by Emirati entrepreneurs.

This book explores entrepreneurship in the UAE with a focus on 
Emirati entrepreneurs. Exploring the entrepreneurial gap between 
 intentions and actions by highlighting the lived experience of young 
Emiratis as they make the transition from education into the workforce 
helps develop a better understanding of the challenges and opportuni-
ties faced by Emiratis today. The book also aims to understand the 
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motivational factors that lead to the choice of starting a business and 
how they can be supported to advance entrepreneurship in the 
UAE.  Differences in levels of entrepreneurial activity between two 
countries can account for a 30% to 50% difference in productivity 
(Reynolds et al. 1999; Zacharakis et al. 2000 cited by Sobel et al. 2007). 
This book highlights the main challenges Emirati entrepreneurs face in 
the UAE and makes recommendations on how they can be supported 
to start new businesses and what were the contributing influences in 
their decision-making process. Constructing this knowledge can be 
hugely beneficial to prospective entrepreneurs and public, private orga-
nizations that are responsible for supporting and fostering entrepre-
neurship in the UAE.

Understanding which motivational factors enable Emiratis to follow 
through on their intentions and which factors act as deterrents is impor-
tant. At the same time, it is also important to understand the perceptions 
of existing opportunities, resources, and support mechanisms. Thus, this 
book is framed around the theory of entrepreneurship and key constructs 
of motivation, intentions, and environmental factors.

Despite gaining significant prominence over the last two decades, the 
theory of entrepreneurship still lacks consensus (Casson and Casson 
2013; Shane et  al. 2003; Swedberg 2000). Often a symbiont of other 
social sciences, such as economics or sociology, the concept of entrepre-
neurship has struggled to find its own place in the social framework 
(Swedberg 2000). This may be due to how the notion of entrepreneurship 
has developed (Shane et al. 2003). Thus, assessing the evolution of entre-
preneurship from a historical perspective and with appropriate definitions 
is important at this early juncture. Although somewhat fragmented by the 
ideological divide on intervention, the modern understanding of entre-
preneurship is inextricably linked to economic theory (Casson and Casson 
2013). This book also explores the Austrian perspective, which has played 
a significant role in developing the theory of entrepreneurship. This helps 
to define separate lines of enquiry within entrepreneurship, divided by 
the individual, micro, and macro level (Shane et al. 2003).

An exploration of entrepreneurship within the UAE context, with a 
particular focus on opportunities and challenges, a historical review of 
the evolution of entrepreneurship and its impact at individual, micro, 
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and macro level, and discussions on why entrepreneurship is so crucial 
within the UAE context and beyond, all these make this book useful for 
an audience concerned with understanding entrepreneurship in the UAE 
and indeed the wider gulf region. This book is targeted at new and aspir-
ing entrepreneurs in the UAE trying to navigate their way through the 
complex emotional journey of starting a business and the organizations, 
including innovation and entrepreneurship centers, government entities, 
educational and training establishments, trying to support entrepreneurs 
and advance entrepreneurship in the UAE.

The entrepreneur and the entrepreneurial process are at the core of this 
book. However, the theory of entrepreneurship has not been consoli-
dated and lacks a universal definition of entrepreneurship or indeed the 
entrepreneur (Shane and Venkataraman 2000; Swedberg 2000). In fact, 
defining entrepreneurs has been highlighted as one of the most difficult 
aspects within the study of entrepreneurship (Casson 2003). The next 
chapter will assess the evolution of entrepreneurship and how different 
notions we now use to define entrepreneurship, and indeed the entrepre-
neur, have developed. One of the aims here is to separate the constructs 
of entrepreneurship and the entrepreneur which are at times miscon-
strued, interchanged or used in conjunction. This exercise will also help 
define these and other relevant terms that are central to this book.

The following chapters outline the research methodology and provide 
further information about the research context. This book aims to develop 
an in-depth understanding of entrepreneurship in the UAE through the 
lived experiences of first time Emirati entrepreneurs. The phenomenon of 
low levels of entrepreneurial activity among young Emirati nationals is 
still relatively unexplored, especially when it comes to the male popula-
tion. Therefore, a qualitative phenomenological approach, using in-depth 
semi-structured interviews was proposed to explore the essence of entre-
preneurs’ experience. In trying to understand the experiences and chal-
lenges faced by Emirati entrepreneurs, a qualitative methodology helped 
establish the meaning of this phenomenon through the view of partici-
pants (Creswell 2009; Sun 2009).

This book unravels human experience at the individual level and 
explores multiple realities without the confines of predetermined frames 
of outcomes or response as required by quantitative research (Loftus and 
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Higgs 2010). Interviews were the most appropriate method for data col-
lection because the book aims to develop an in-depth understanding of 
entrepreneurship as a phenomenon in the UAE (Creswell 2009). 
Furthermore, given the busy schedules of entrepreneurs, a qualitative 
approach provided the flexibility to interact with participants in their 
preferred location and on their own terms (Kirk and Miller 1986).

The research design was built upon in-depth semi-structured inter-
views to collect context-bound experiences from three different sets of 
research participants. The two groups comprised of Emiratis who had 
graduated within the last five years: these graduates would have had 
entrepreneurial intentions as undergraduates but had since gone on to 
either (a) start a business (b) or found employment. The last set of partici-
pants were (c) incubator managers who were able to provide invaluable 
insights in exploring the entrepreneurial gap within the UAE.

In trying to develop a research question, Creswell (2009) suggested 
starting from a central question that is broad so that it does not limit the 
scope of enquiry; however, this should be followed by sub-questions in 
order to maintain a focus. The sub-questions should be open and may 
even be used in data collection. The research question should focus on 
the relationship between a central phenomenon and how participants 
view that phenomenon (Creswell 2009). For example, in a study of dip-
lomatic leaders, Murtezaj (2011) explored the relationship between emo-
tional intelligence and how diplomatic leaders viewed its utility in 
negotiation and handling conflict. Similarly, the overarching aim of this 
research was to explore and understand reasons behind low levels of 
entrepreneurial activity among Emirati nationals.

This book focuses on the following central and sub-questions:

Q1. Why is there a gap between entrepreneurial intentions and new busi-
ness start-up rates among Emirati nationals in the UAE?

 – Which factors influence Emiratis to become entrepreneurs or seek 
employment?

 – What are the key challenges and barriers faced by aspiring Emirati 
entrepreneurs?

 – What are the key opportunities to advance entrepreneurship in the UAE?
 – How do internal (self-efficacy, motivations, intentions) and external 

(environmental) factors affect the decision-making process?

 W. A. Minhas
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A deep dive into the experiences of new and aspiring Emirati entrepre-
neurs would help better understand the challenges for Emirati start-ups 
and identify opportunities to advance entrepreneurship within the 
UAE. Exploring these research questions can also benefit other countries 
in the region and beyond when it comes to understanding the plight of 
start-ups and support networks needed to sustain them. One of the most 
important outcomes of this book related to a more comprehensive under-
standing of the Emirati, and even the Gulf region, entrepreneurs. This 
book highlights the quintessential facets of the Emirati entrepreneur—
facets that have been neither empirically explored previously nor in 
appropriate depth.

Using a qualitative approach, the book builds upon the basic assump-
tion that there is no single reality. Instead, reality is subjective and must 
be judged in the context of individual interpretations (Gall et al. 1999). 
When viewed through the positivist paradigm, this poses a limitation on 
generalizability (Flick 2014). However, generalization is not the main 
aim of this study. A qualitative methodology assumes deep meanings that 
can be drawn out of the rich experiences of research participants, or 
informants (Filstead 1979). However, this also assumes that other meth-
odologies are unable to provide a deep perspective. Furthermore, there is 
an assumption that wider perspectives, that can be generalized, are simply 
not possible (Sechrest and Sidani 1995).

Adopting a qualitative methodology was based on the assumption that 
the phenomenon being studied is in a continuous state of flux and that 
the collection of context-bound perspectives could be effectively inter-
preted to illustrate a useful picture of the world as it is (Creswell and 
Miller 2000; Filstead 1979). This also raised questions about generaliz-
ability and more importantly the credibility of such a qualitative method-
ology, which posed a significant limitation. Yet an initial review of 
literature revealed that entrepreneurs’ experiences and interaction with 
the social environment are highly personal and bound in individual con-
text (Baum et al. 2001; Bosma and Levie 2010). Therefore, a qualitative 
methodology was the most suitable approach to studying this social phe-
nomenon (Creswell 2009).

Employing a qualitative methodology also assumed that contextual 
social knowledge and meanings should be viewed through the subject’s 
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interpretation (Flick 2014). In this case, the context was of Emirati grad-
uates who wanted to start a business, where some had succeeded but 
most had not. Therefore, conclusions were drawn from contextual inter-
pretations of Emiratis and the way in which they organized experiences 
specifically within the UAE (Glasersfeld 1992 cited in Flick 2014). More 
importantly, there was an assumption that social interactions of research 
participants could be used to explain low levels of new business start-ups 
among Emiratis (Creswell and Miller 2000). There was also an assump-
tion that Emirati research participants themselves would be able to inter-
pret their experiences to help draw out meanings and develop a clearer 
picture of seemingly low levels of entrepreneurial activity among Emiratis 
(Blumer 1969).

The choice of methodology and the decision to focus on one geo-
graphical location makes it difficult to generalize findings and adds fur-
ther limitations to the study. The age range and, to an extent, the sample 
size also represented limitations. In the same vein, the researcher’s expe-
rience and ability to draw conclusions from the data were also assumed. 
These factors placed further limitations on the study in regard to cred-
ibility, transparency, and rigor. However, using software to organize and 
analyze data allows the audience to follow the line of enquiry and 
enables them to draw and confirm conclusions for themselves (Filstead 
1979). Furthermore, direct quotations from the research participants 
were used to present research data and findings. Both of these strategies 
enhanced the research transparency and credibility, while demonstrat-
ing rigor (Creswell 2009; Richards and Richards 1991 cited in Welsh 
2002).

The extensive time frame and large data set associated with qualitative 
research presented further limitations. Complex and varied data were also 
difficult to present and assess. These aspects made it difficult to organize 
data collection and subsequent analysis. Specifically, concerning inter-
views, presence of the interviewer increased the likelihood of bias, which 
can draw into question the credibility of findings (Flick 2014). Therefore, 
to minimize research bias, participants had no prior association with the 
researcher. Furthermore, interviews were held in locations that were cho-
sen by the research participants. Interviews taking place in familiar sur-
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roundings and chosen by the participants also reduce the chances of bias 
(Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2004; Kirk and Miller 1986; Saldana 2011).

This study used a computer assisted qualitative data analysis (CAQDAS) 
called NVivo10 which is the latest software designed to analyze non- 
numeric qualitative data. It must be emphasized that NVivo10 does not 
take over the researcher’s role as the interpreter, analyzer and evaluator. 
The researcher still has to use critical thinking to interpret and tease out 
the meanings behind data (Saldana 2011; Smith and Firth 2011). Instead, 
NVivo10 is essentially a data management tool that enables the researcher 
to carry out the analytical process more efficiently and with more trans-
parency (Welsh 2002). The researcher in this case adopted a dual approach 
by first using NVivo10 to organize data, highlight patterns, and create 
codes, and then manually analyzed the data to confirm themes and draw 
conclusions (Welsh 2002).
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2
Evolution of Entrepreneurship

Although not explicitly proclaimed in its evolutionary development, 
implicitly entrepreneurship is recognized as the core of a market based 
social system (Casson and Casson 2013; Krueger et al. 2000; Sobel et al. 
2007). Its effects resonate through the very fabric of society, from our 
basic needs of food, shelter and clothing to the more complex needs of 
knowledge accumulation, security and information (Casson and Casson 
2013). Entrepreneurship is the common denominator that has enabled 
the masses to fulfill these needs. Entrepreneurship has changed the very 
nature of life for billions of people. Rather than a life that was otherwise 
“solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short” (Hobbes 1651 XIII.9), entre-
preneurship has facilitated substantial improvements in the human con-
dition in regard to security, health and, not least, entertainment (Kirzner 
1971). However, because of the many variations in our conception of 
entrepreneurship, despite its long history of development, the theory of 
entrepreneurship still lacks consolidation (Shane et al. 2003; Swedberg 
2000). Emerging from the shadows of political economy and economic 
science, historically, entrepreneurship has struggled to gain its rightful 
place as a key construct of modern civilization (Brown and Thornton 
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2013; Casson and Casson 2013; Swedberg 2000). This chapter provides 
an overview of the theory of entrepreneurship and its development over 
the last three centuries.

 Entrepreneurship in the Eighteenth Century

In his essay titled Essai sur la Nature du Commerce en Général, Richard 
Cantillon (1755, translated to English by Saucier, 2010) was one of the 
first to write extensively about the role of entrepreneurship and entrepre-
neurs. Cantillon’s (1755) work did not have real impact until it was redis-
covered by William Jevons (1881) in the nineteenth century (Thornton 
and Saucier 2010). Jevon (1881) dubbed Cantillon’s work as the “the 
cradle of political economy” (Jevons 1881, p. 342), whereas others called 
him “the father of economics” (Brown and Thornton 2013; Nevin 2013). 
Cantillon’s influence on modern concepts of political economy is unde-
niable; however, it is his attention to entrepreneurship and the entrepre-
neur that is of most interest at this juncture.

Key facets in Cantillon’s (1755) conception of entrepreneurship are 
uncertainty and imperfect information. It was the combination of uncer-
tainty about future events and localized knowledge that led to entrepre-
neurial opportunities (Brown and Thornton 2013). However, opportunity 
alone was not enough for entrepreneurship to flourish. It was the entre-
preneur, to whom Cantillon allocated a specific function; someone willing 
to undertake risk in return for a profit. Thus, profit provided impetus to 
the process of entrepreneurship. Cantillon identified three key economic 
agents that gave form to a market economy—landowners, entrepreneurs 
and farmers. The entrepreneur played a pivotal role as a conduit between 
farmers, landowners, and the market, essentially buying from the farmer 
at a low price and selling to buyers in the city for a higher price (Hebert 
and Link 2009). The time-lag between transporting goods and transac-
tion completion represented uncertainty, while limited information of 
supply and demand available to the farmer and city buyer represented 
imperfect information. The combination of these two factors and the 
resulting gap signified the opportunity for entrepreneurship, specifically 
undertaken by the entrepreneur (Cantillon 1755; Hebert and Link 2009).
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In the eighteenth century, Cantillon’s (1755) notion of entrepreneur-
ship was in its infancy. For example, he did not delve deeply into the 
notion of uncertainty and risk (Hebert and Link 2009). Cantillon’s 
depiction of the entrepreneur was criticized for being one dimensional 
and lacking the vital component of innovation (Aspromourgos 2013). 
Nevertheless, his ideas on uncertainty, the circular flow of income, the 
function of the entrepreneur, and indeed the market for entrepreneurs, 
paved the way for future thinkers. Cantillon’s insight on the role of trend-
setters and their influence on consumption patterns were extraordinarily 
ahead of its time (Aspromourgos 2013; Hebert and Link 2009).

After Cantillon (1755), developments in the theory of entrepreneur-
ship were rather anemic and arguably adverse at times (Casson 2005). 
There were small but noteworthy contributions from a range of writers 
which added to the personal skill sets and attributes of the entrepreneur 
and furthered our understanding of entrepreneurship. For example, 
Abbe’ Nicolas Baudeau (1730–1792) added to Cantillon’s notion of the 
entrepreneur by introducing the innovator dimension and emphasizing 
the importance of intelligence to act (Hoselitz 1960). However, within 
the same time period there were contrasting lines of enquiry. For exam-
ple, on the continent, in particular the French quarters, there was a clear 
separation between capitalist and entrepreneur. Cantillon (1755) Baudeau 
(1730–1792) and later Say (1767–1832) all saw entrepreneurs and capi-
talists with distinct roles. Entrepreneurs undertook real uncertainty; they 
generated real wealth and earned a profit in return. However, since a 
 capitalist would only finance an entrepreneurial venture if the entrepre-
neur could secure interest payments, the interest earned was likened to a 
wage. These roles could be undertaken by the same person but were, 
nevertheless, separate economic functions (Praag 2005). Even though 
writers such as Anne Robert Jacques Turgot (1727–1781) were not able 
to provide a clear demarcation between the capitalist and the entrepre-
neur, there was at least a distinction between their economic functions 
(Hebert and Link 2009).

In England, however, Adam Smith (1776) and his contemporaries 
largely ignored the uniqueness of the entrepreneur’s function. Smith 
(1776) wrongly separated the frugal and cautious entrepreneur from the 
adventurous and irrational entrepreneur. The latter was identified as a 
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hazard to the public and involved in immoral business practice (Link and 
Link 2009). Therefore, Smith’s (1776) ideal entrepreneur comes across as 
rather unenterprising and unimaginative compared to the modern under-
standing of the entrepreneur (Hebert and Link 2009; Hoselitz 1960; 
Link and Link 2009). The diverse lines of enquiry, in the eighteenth 
century, among English and French writers highlight a rather confused 
period of development for the theory of entrepreneurship. For example, 
French writers such as Turgot (1727–1781) and English writers such as 
Smith (1776) and David Ricardo (1772–1823) were unable to distin-
guish between capitalists and entrepreneurs, which also led to confusion 
between profit and interest (Link and Link 2009; Praag 2005). For this 
reason the entrepreneur’s role, at least in English literature, did not fully 
develop well into the twentieth century. Despite the brilliance of Jeremy 
Bentham (1748–1832) in identifying the entrepreneur as a proactive, 
intuitive innovator, quite the opposite of Smith’s portrayal, he was a lone 
voice (Casson 2005; Fontaine 1993; Hebert and Link 2009).

 Entrepreneurship in the Nineteenth Century

At the turn of the nineteenth century, Jean Baptiste Say (1767–1832) 
made significant contributions to the theory of entrepreneurship (Praag 
2005). Continuing with Cantillon’s (1755) tradition, Say (1803, trans-
lated to English by Biddle, 1971) places the entrepreneur at the center of 
economic activity. However, Say (1803) went much further than 
Cantillon in detailing key concepts of entrepreneurship that are taken for 
granted in the modern understanding of entrepreneurship. Say provides 
a framework for entrepreneurship supported by the market economy, 
self-interest, and the profit-seeking entrepreneur (Praag 2005). 
Interestingly, for Say, property rights, underwritten by a political author-
ity, were one of the key stimulants of entrepreneurial activity. In doing so, 
arguably, Say was one of the first to consider entrepreneurship as a social 
process, supported by institutions. In this regard, Say recognized the role 
of a political authority and the external environment in shaping a frame-
work for entrepreneurship (North 1990; Praag 2005).
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Say’s (1803) treatment of the entrepreneur was also revolutionary, in 
that he outlined key characteristics that differentiated entrepreneurs from 
others. Say’s entrepreneur could be criticized for not being as innovative 
or as dynamic as Bentham’s (1748–1832). However, Say’s entrepreneur 
was a leader, a self-driven manager who was able to apply product and 
market knowledge, based on careful calculation and sound judgment 
(Link and Link 2009; Praag 2005). Furthermore, Say also recognized the 
need for incentives, wealth creation not being the only incentive, to 
advance entrepreneurship. Say argued against the zero-sum notion of 
profit and differentiated between capitalists and entrepreneurs; in doing 
so, legitimizing profit for the entrepreneur. This was a revolutionary 
notion in the deeply conservative Christian society of the nineteenth cen-
tury, where profit was still a dirty word for many (Bosch 1997). Not all 
of Say’s insights were new to entrepreneurship literature; however, he was 
the first to bring together such a wide range of important concepts and 
provided a comprehensive account of entrepreneurship, which is still use-
ful in the study of entrepreneurship today (Ekelund and Hébert 2013; 
Hebert and Link 2009; Praag 2005).

The English school of thought struggled to develop the concept of 
entrepreneurship throughout the nineteenth century, burdened by 
Smith’s (1776) erroneous notions of the capitalist entrepreneur—what 
Fritz Redlich calls the “Unfortunate legacy” (Redlich 1966, p.  715 as 
cited in Ekelund and Hébert 2013). There were noteworthy contribu-
tions by German writers such as Thunen (1783–1850) and Mangoldt 
(1855) whose ideas further developed the function of the entrepreneur, 
risk, uncertainty and innovation. Interestingly, Mangoldt (1855) empha-
sized time as a key determinant of uncertainty (Hebert and Link 2009). 
In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the theory of entrepreneurship 
gained significant momentum, despite the fact that it was under the flag-
ship of newly rebranded economic theory (Brown and Thornton 2013).

The advent of economics and its most avid propagator, the Austrian 
School of Economics, saw the role of entrepreneurship through an eco-
nomic prism. This meant that regardless of clear gains in the understand-
ing of entrepreneurship, it had been relegated to the back seat (Brown 
and Thornton 2013; Casson and Casson 2013). Instead, the focus turned 
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to the market process as the driving force behind economic progress, 
existing in a theoretical realm of perfect information and perfect markets, 
governed by the laws of price formation and resources allocation (Baumol 
1968; Hebert and Link 2009).

In the Principles of Economics, Menger (1871, translated by Dingwall 
and Hoselitz 1976), saw the entrepreneur as someone who, through 
astute observation, calculation, and decision making, aligned available 
resources to organize and execute the most efficient production process. 
For Menger the level of uncertainty faced by entrepreneurs depended on 
their knowledge and ability to organize and execute this process. In regard 
to risk, however, Menger (1871) disagrees with Mangoldt (1855), who 
saw risk bearing as the key function of the entrepreneur. For Menger, 
“risk is only incidental and the chance of loss is counterbalanced by the 
chance of profit” (Menger 1871, p. 161; Rothbard 2009).

Menger (1871) did not dwell on key entrepreneurial attributes such as 
leadership or innovation. However, Von Wieser (1927) a student of 
Menger, points to a broad definition of the entrepreneur. For Von Wieser, 
an entrepreneur is not only innovative and creative but also organized 
and sensitive to market demands and human nature. This multitalented 
entrepreneur must have the ability to predict market demand and also 
take risk and show leadership in getting product to market (Von Wieser 
1927, translated by Hinrichs 1927). At the time, this was the broadest 
description of the entrepreneur; but interestingly Von Wieser does not 
seem to differentiate between “reckless speculators” and “foresighted 
bankers” (Von Wieser 1927, p. 327). Adam Smith (1776) went to great 
lengths to highlight the shortcomings of reckless speculators, who he 
deemed public enemies (Hebert and Link 2009). The advent of Austrian 
economics also heralded another important development. Instead of 
entrepreneurial activity advancing economic progress, increasingly eco-
nomic progress itself was seen as the driving force behind the advance-
ment of entrepreneurship (Baumol 1968; Brown and Thornton 2013). 
However, other economists at the time, such as Leon Walras (1834–1910), 
did not make this distinction and saw entrepreneurial activity as the all- 
encompassing force behind economic progress (Hebert and Link 2009; 
Walras 1874).
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 Entrepreneurship in the Twentieth Century

At the turn of the last century the leading British economist Alfred 
Marshall (1842–1924) made significant inroads into correcting some of 
the misconstructions of the Smith, Ricardo, and Mills tradition inherited 
by British scholars (Zaratiegui 2002). Heavily influenced by Darwinism, 
Marshall’s (first published 1890, 8th Ed 1920) approach to entrepreneur-
ship and the entrepreneur reflected the Darwinist notion of survival of 
the fittest, seeing the entrepreneur as a particular type of organism and 
asserting that “organisms that tend to survive are best fitted to utilize the 
environment for their own purposes” (Marshall 1920, p.  242). Apart 
from the notion of risk which amplified with time-lag, innovation, and 
coordination, Marshall (1920) also introduced another modern idea of 
alertness to the entrepreneur. Marshall was also one of the first writers to 
explicitly discuss the role of education in developing entrepreneurial abil-
ities, favoring experience over formal education.

Marshall (1920) reclassified Smith’s (1776) prodigal and frugal entre-
preneurs into active and passive entrepreneurs. Active entrepreneurs were 
problem solvers, using innovation and imagination to find new and alter-
native ways to satisfy demand. However, the passive entrepreneur was 
more comfortable copying existing solutions (Marshall 1920). The active 
and passive entrepreneurs may have been the precursors to Schumpeter’s 
(1939) innovator and adaptor entrepreneurs. As with Say (1803) and 
Mangoldt (1855) before him and Schumpeter (1939) after him, Marshall 
differentiated profit in relation to the two types of entrepreneurs. The 
passive entrepreneur’s profit resembles a manager’s wage, whereas the 
active entrepreneur’s profit derives from the level of risk undertaken 
(Marshall 1920). Thus, arguably, Marshall’s contributions bridged classi-
cal, neoclassical, and modern constructs of entrepreneurship (Praag 
2005).

The twentieth century saw the greatest leaps in Entrepreneurship the-
ory. Champions of entrepreneurship such as Schumpeter (1934), Knight 
(2006), Austrian economists like Mises (1949) and Kirzner (1976), and 
most recently Baumol (1968) and Casson (2003, 2005), among others, 
have shaped the modern understanding of entrepreneurship. Frank 
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Knight (1885–1972) was arguably the first of many influential American 
writers in the twentieth century to progress the theory of entrepreneur-
ship. In his seminal book Risk, Uncertainty and Profit, Knight (2006, first 
printed 1921) provided clarity to previously ambiguous notions of risk 
and uncertainty tackled by Cantillon (1755) and Say (1803).

Knight (2006) argued that profit cannot simply be derived from calcu-
lable risk in a competitive market. Risk that can be measured can also be 
insured. Instead, entrepreneurial profit is the reward for undertaking 
non-quantitative, uninsurable risk that derives from imperfect manage-
rial knowledge—what Knight classified as uncertainty (Langlois and 
Cosgel 1993). By making this distinction, Knight not only helped better 
explain entrepreneurial profit, but also challenged previous notions of the 
entrepreneur function. Dealing with measurable risk became a manage-
rial function, for which there was an entrepreneurial wage. Tackling 
immeasurable uncertainty, argued Knight (2006), was the real entrepre-
neur function and source of entrepreneurial profit (Langlois and Cosgel 
1993; Praag 1999). Both of these functions may be undertaken by the 
same individual, nevertheless the two separate functions should not be 
confused. Unfortunately, Knight does not go further to distinguish 
between uncertainty borne by the capitalist and whether there is entre-
preneurial profit for the capitalist (Redlich 1957). Indeed the role of the 
investor capitalist as a separate entrepreneurial function has not been 
fully explored to date. One wonders whether Knight’s notion of an entre-
preneurial wage and profit and Marshall’s active and passive entrepreneur 
can be equated to angle and commodity investors.

 Schumpeter’s Contribution

Joseph Schumpeter (1883–1950) has arguably made the greatest con-
tributions to the study of entrepreneurship (Baumol 2010; Casson and 
Casson 2013; Hebert and Link 2009; Link and Link 2009; Praag 1999, 
2005). For Schumpeter (1934; 1939) entrepreneurship is at the core of 
the circular flow of economic life, which ironically can only truly prog-
ress if the circular flow is disturbed by innovation and dynamism. 
Economic progress emerges from creative destruction, which in turn 
results from entrepreneurs actively applying innovation to find new 
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production combinations, methods of production, source materials, 
new markets, or industries (Baumol 2010; Schumpeter 1934). Thus 
innovation is positioned as a central component in advancing entrepre-
neurship. Schumpeter (1939) designates entrepreneurship as a disequil-
ibrating force rather than an equilibrating one. The entrepreneur 
essentially disturbs the status quo, or identifies the best way to do so.

Interestingly, Schumpeter (1934) only reserves the category of innova-
tive entrepreneur for a new business; entrepreneurs in established firms 
are likened to organizers or managers. For Schumpeter (1934), the entre-
preneur initiates “spontaneous and discontinuous change in the channel 
flow, disturbing the equilibrium, which forever alters and displaces the 
equilibrium state previously existing” (Schumpeter 1934, p.  64). 
Furthermore, criteria for an entrepreneur were not defined by simply 
leading a business: “everyone is an entrepreneur only when he actually 
carries out new combinations, and loses that character as soon as he has 
built up his business, when he settles down and is running it as other 
people run their business” (Schumpeter 1934, p. 78). Arguably, in this 
vein, overlooking whether the entrepreneur is a capitalist, an organizer of 
resources or simply a business owner, the entrepreneur possesses a dis-
tinctive energy, a unique individual leading a specific type of business 
(Link and Link 2009). However, it can also be argued that categorizing 
business owners as managers is detrimental and does not recognize the 
application of entrepreneurial skills needed to deal with competition or 
run the business on a day-to-day basis. Nevertheless, innovation became 
a key criterion for distinguishing entrepreneurs from business owners. 
This was a crucial insight in further developing our understanding of 
entrepreneurship and arguably a prelude to Baumol’s (2010) Theory of 
Innovation and Entrepreneurship.

Some have criticized Schumpeter (1934) for overlooking the relation-
ship between risk and uncertainty (Kanbur 1980). For example, Kanbur 
(1980) argues that Schumpeter’s (1934) entrepreneur does not bear risk. 
Kanbur (1980) also criticized Schumpeter (1934) for focusing on a nar-
row form of financial risk. In defense of Schumpeter (1939), although 
there is not a great focus on risk, he did recognize the challenge of uncer-
tainty that plagues all entrepreneurial decisions. Arguably, as later with 
Knight (2006), Schumpeter (1934) differentiates between calculable, 
thus insurable, risk and uninsurable uncertainty.
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 The American Perspective

In the wake of the Second World War Schumpeter moved to the United 
States and joined Harvard University, where he influenced a number of 
writers who made significant contributions to the theory of entrepre-
neurship in their own right (Link and Link 2009; Praag 1999). Most 
notable of these at the time were Edwin F. Gay (1867–1946) and Arthur 
H.  Cole (1889–1974), both of whom advanced Schumpeter’s (1939) 
ideas of innovation and the entrepreneur as a disequilibrating force 
(Hebert and Link 2009). For example, Cole (1949) used a case study 
approach to conduct a variety of longitudinal studies of different entre-
preneurial functions. Like Walras (1874), Menger (1871), Von Wieser 
(1927) and others, Cole was able to identify the entrepreneur as an orga-
nizer of factors of production. Similarly, like Cantillon (1755), Say 
(1803), Menger (1871) and Knight (2006), Cole highlighted decision 
making under uncertainty as a core entrepreneurial function (Cole 1949).

Cole (1949) also drew on another construct which previously, in the 
context of entrepreneurship, had only been expressed vaguely by Say 
(1803), Marshall (1920), and in another context by Keynes (Steele 2001). 
Cole (1949) introduced the notion of environmental factors influencing 
entrepreneurship. Schumpeter (1934) had previously highlighted the 
impact of innovative entrepreneurs upon the environment. However, 
Cole (1949) took this a step further to identify it as a symbiotic relation-
ship, where entrepreneurship and the environment affected each other, 
arguably bridging the gap between the Austrian notion of economic 
activity advancing entrepreneurship and the Schumpeterian notion of 
entrepreneurship being at the core of all economic progress. Other than 
economic factors which were already well established, Cole (1949) also 
identified political and social circumstances but did not delve deeper to 
explore them. Nevertheless, the introduction of environmental factors 
influencing the entrepreneur’s decision, alongside traditionally well rec-
ognized factors such as level of uncertainty and access to resources, was a 
significant step forward for the theory of entrepreneurship.

Toward the middle of the twentieth century George Shackle 
(1903–1992), an English Economist, also made valuable contributions 
to the theory of entrepreneurship. Shackle’s (1955) main focus was on 

 W. A. Minhas



 23

uncertainty; like Menger (1871) and Knight (2006), he separated the 
functions of decision making and bearing uncertainty, arguing that even 
though entrepreneurs may be responsible for undertaking both func-
tions, nevertheless, the roles should be considered separate because those 
who wish to “can contract out of uncertainty” (Shackle 1955, p. 82).

Like Cantillon (1755), Menger (1871), and Marshall (1920), Shackle 
(1955, 1966) saw a direct link between time and uncertainty. However, 
more importantly, Shackle (1966 p. 86) saw uncertainty, not only tied to 
external circumstance, but an internal limitation of imagination and that 
it was only this “bounded uncertainty that will permit him (entrepre-
neur) to act creatively”. This seems to be a modern notion, asserting that 
entrepreneurs are most creative when faced with the greatest adversities 
(Baumol 2010; Szirmai et  al. 2011). Like Schumpeter (1934) Shackle 
(1966) saw the entrepreneur as a disequilibrating element; however, it 
was his psychological approach, internalizing the entrepreneurial process 
that was most radical (Chell 2008; Hebert and Link 2009).

Over in the United States, the Nobel laureate Theodor Schultz 
(1902–1998) broadened the theory of entrepreneurship by expanding 
entrepreneurial behavior, thus risk bearing, beyond the realms of busi-
ness (Chell 2008). In contrast to Shackle (1966) Schultz (1975) saw 
entrepreneurship as an equilibrating force. Although he accepted the dis-
equilibrating role of the entrepreneur, Schultz (1975) criticized 
Schumpeter for not expanding the scope of his disequilibrating entrepre-
neur to consider other economic agents that work in tandem to bring 
about equilibrium.

One wonders whether Schultz (1975) was looking at the other side of 
the same coin. While Schumpeter (1934) identified the entrepreneur as a 
disequilibrating element, he also highlighted established business owners 
that were more interested in sustaining equilibrium, as disequilibrium 
would essentially mean their demise. Arguably, mergers and acquisitions 
used by established corporations to assimilate new businesses exemplify 
an effective equilibrating strategy. Furthermore, Schumpeter (1934) 
defined the entrepreneur according to behavior, not limited to business 
or ownership, but instead the act of pursuing innovation. In this vein, the 
Schumpeterian (1934) entrepreneur is not bound by function but rather 
action, which is close to Schultz’s (1975) notion of the entrepreneur.
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Schultz (1975) also saw education as a key component to enhance 
entrepreneurial ability and prepare economic agents, not just entrepre-
neurs, to steer back toward equilibrium. However, Schultz (1975) faced 
stern criticism on this subject. For example, like Marshall (1920) and 
Hayek (1945), Machlup (1980) argued for the importance of experience 
over formal education in the accumulation of relevant knowledge. For 
Machlup, the essential component in acquiring relevant knowledge was 
an individual’s ability, or more specifically their level of alertness, to avail-
able opportunities. This ability could be exercised most freely through 
experience. Nevertheless, a combination of both viewpoints may be the 
most effectual course to adopt, as both experience and education are 
complementary and compatible in the pursuit of knowledge (Hebert and 
Link 2009).

 Leibenstein’s Theory of X-efficiency

Harvey Leibenstein (1922–1994) provided an alternative to the prevail-
ing neoclassical economic view of the near redundant entrepreneur oper-
ating in theoretically perfect markets and information (Casson 2003; 
Hayek 1945; Leibenstein 1968). Leibenstein’s (1966) Theory of 
X-efficiency essentially compensated for the human condition and  inertia. 
He maintained that, unlike machines, human actions, and thus their 
ability to find the most efficient means to ends, were fraught with inher-
ent inconsistencies (Leibenstein 1966). These inconsistencies in human 
action led to deficiencies and imperfections in the market which ulti-
mately created opportunities for entrepreneurship (Leibenstein 1966, 
1968).

Leibenstein (1968) acknowledged previous notions of entrepreneurial 
opportunities deriving from gaps in the market and the entrepreneur’s 
ability to organize resources; however, he also maintained that, ultimately, 
opportunities derived from market deficiencies and imperfections. This 
was in sharp contrast to the neoclassical economic view which considered 
all economic agents, including firms, as efficient maximizers of utility 
(Hayek 1945; Hebert and Link 2009). It was this human inaction or 
inability that led to a perpetual slack in the market.

 W. A. Minhas



 25

Leibenstein (1968) identified the entrepreneur as a scarce resource that 
was at the core of economic activity. Using four characteristics, Leibenstein 
(1968, p. 75) defined the entrepreneur with the ability to (a) connect 
markets, (b) fill gaps created by market deficiencies, (c) organize required 
inputs, and (d) “create or expand time-binding, input-transforming enti-
ties (i.e., firms)”. Within the realm of entrepreneurship, Leibenstein also 
wrote clearly about the role of internal and external motivation in adjust-
ing the behavior of economic agents. For Leibenstein, motivation was 
connected with three key elements of financial reward, punishment, and 
social acceptance (Potts 2007).

Leibenstein (1968) may be criticized for not going further in expanding 
the four characteristics of the entrepreneur; however, these four character-
istics did implicitly allude to other qualities postulated by writers. For 
example, regarding the ability to fill gaps, entrepreneurs would need to 
exercise sound judgment to make decisions, conduct calculations and bear 
uncertainty (Casson 2005; Say 1803). There was also another puzzling 
construct in Leibenstein’s work (1968) in that, essentially the entrepre-
neur’s success is directly linked to the demise of others (Potts 2007). This 
construct can also be found in Schumpeter (1934, p. 153): “what the mar-
ginal entrepreneur receives is wholly a matter of indifference for the success 
of others”. Arguably, this takes us back to the Plutonian zero- sum game 
and does not sit comfortably with the modern notion of the innovating 
entrepreneur, who succeeds in spite of competition (Audretsch 2013).

In recent times entrepreneurship is increasingly recognized as the driv-
ing force behind a healthy economy (Baumol 2010; Casson 2005; 
Minniti 2008). However, as highlighted above, understanding of this 
particular notion was muddled with the advent of economics and neo-
classical writers such as Menger (1871). The crux of the debate was tan-
gled in whether economic progress led entrepreneurial activity, or as 
Schumpeter (1934) would have it, was it in fact entrepreneurial activity 
that advanced economic progress (Brown and Thornton 2013; Casson 
and Casson 2013; Hebert and Link 2009). Exploring key constructs in 
the development of entrepreneurship demands closer inspection of the 
Austrian free market principles of economics. In particular, the next sec-
tion focuses on the role of the market process and contrasting views on 
intervention to aid entrepreneurship.
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 The Austrian Perspective

The market is the most suitable arrangement for connecting entrepre-
neurs and customers to achieve their personal ends (Mises 1949). 
According to Mises (1949), human action is the engine that turns the 
market economy. Individual desires are inextricably linked with other 
individuals. Fulfillment of these desires requires action and cooperation 
so that those with desire and those with solutions to desires can transact. 
This interplay of human action ruled by individual ends, prices, resources, 
goods, and competition governs the market process (Mises 1949).

More than a physical entity, the market is a process matrix, constructed 
of infinite individual actions and transactions, past, present, and future 
(Kirzner 1976; Mises 1949). These transactions are facilitated by the 
profit motive and price mechanism; similar to a telecommunications net-
work, it simultaneously informs buyers and sellers of potential profits and 
aids decision making (Hayek 1945). If human action is the engine, then 
prices are the fuel for a market economy. For Hayek (1945) and Mises 
(1949), prices were the key component in a functioning market econ-
omy. They allow entrepreneurs and customers to calculate and compete 
for goods and resources in achieving their individual ends (Hayek 1945; 
Mises 1949; Steele 2001).

 Government Intervention

Governments can facilitate markets or harm them. Battles have been 
fought on this front for over a century. In a free market economy, the 
government’s role would simply be limited to protecting individuals and 
organizations from the threat of violence and harm (Mises 1949). For 
Austrian economists, this is as far as government should go; anything 
beyond this point starts to infringe on civil liberties and produces what 
Isaiah Berlin (1958) would call negative liberty. Worse still, as the govern-
ment adopts a bigger role it starts to disrupt and corrupt market data, 
crucial for effective running of markets and for entrepreneurs to make 
calculated decisions (Hayek 1945). Interference to control market forces, 
or any interruption to economic transactions reaching their natural ends, 
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poses a direct threat to the market’s integrity (Hayak 1968; Mises 1949). 
Friedman (1976) blamed government interventions for volatile business 
cycles. Thus, any form of intervention, whether subsidies to support 
entrepreneurs, or rent controls to protect customers, is harmful to the 
economy in the long run.

In sharp contrast to the Austrian view, Keynesian or antitrust thought 
called for government intervention to rein in unruly market forces that 
could not be left to their own devices (Audretsch 2007; Steel 2001). This 
notion questioned whether a free market was possible or even desirable. 
Although the level of government involvement in trying to control ele-
ments of the economy has varied throughout the history of capitalism, as 
Friedman points out, the market economy has never been truly free and 
the laissez-faire political, economic system needed to advance free mar-
kets has never been realized (Friedman 1964).

Our social development under a mutated form of capitalism has meant 
certain sections of society have accumulated excessive wealth and power, 
which they may not have accumulated under a truly free market econ-
omy (Buchanan 2000; Fukuyama 2013). Entrepreneurs have not been 
able to apply disruptive innovation as Schumpeter (1934) had predicted; 
instead, as Kirzner (1976) pointed out, perceived opportunities remain 
fulfilled. Therefore, interventionists argue that the government has a 
direct responsibility to correct market imperfections, such as monopolies 
and deficiencies in supply and demand (Audretsch 2007; Steel 2001). 
Ironically, these deficiencies may represent the main source of opportuni-
ties for entrepreneurs (Leibenstein 1968).

Economists such as Keynes assumed that specific interventions would 
lead to predictable market outcomes. Although this view could be 
defended by observing short-term results, the same could not be said for 
long-term effects (Hayek 1945). Hayek saw the market economy as a 
complex phenomenon that could not be fully understood to make pre-
dictions; any interference meant only harm in the long-run (Read 1958; 
Steele 2001). Thus, the opposing arguments for a minimal or big govern-
ment, intervention or non-intervention are roughly based upon this 
premise.

Whether one subscribes to the Keynesian or Austrian school of 
thought, politicians and economists alike are still pondering over the 
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question “to intervene or not to intervene?” (Buchanan 2000). In fact, 
the raging strife between many economists seems to rest on this very 
tenet (Besley and Burgess 2002; Mises 1949). Government intervention, 
in the form of monetary or fiscal policy, may achieve favorable economic 
outcomes, but this is only a short-term fix and ignores the long-term 
harm to the economy (Hayek 1968). Whether it is an increase in the 
money supply or a decrease in interest rates, the short-term benefits of 
increased demand, decreased unemployment and resulting economic 
growth are dwarfed by long-term harms of inflation and resulting volatil-
ity in the business cycle (Ebeling 2006; Friedman 1964; Mises 1949).

Mises (1949) argued that government interventions created artificial 
price ceilings, wages, and interest rates, which in turn created a false eco-
nomic reality (Mises 1949), much like Hayek’s view of government inter-
ventions sending false price signals to economic agents (Hayek 1968). 
These interventions create a mismatch between supply and demand, 
eventually confusing entrepreneurs and derailing the economy, pushing 
it into a downward spiral. In fact Friedman (1976) argued that the United 
States is trapped in the boom and bust cycle precisely because of govern-
ment interventions in the past, the best example being the New Deal and 
President Roosevelt’s attempt to control the economy and unruly capital-
ism (Friedman 1976). Friedman argued that these types of mistakes 
explain the turmoil in many economies—what Wicksell (1907) calls “an 
unending cumulative process of rising prices”, continuously fluctuating 
between inflation and unemployment, boom and bust (Friedman 1968; 
Friedman 1976; Wicksell 1907 cited in Ebeling 2006. p. 13). Although 
it should also be noted that Wicksell was writing when the economy was 
mostly heavily affected by raw materials, where the rise and fall in the 
prices of coal and the like ushered in the boom or bust (A. Widman, 
personal communication, December 26, 2015).

 Price, Monopolies, and Competition

Austrian logic compels us to let the market process run free and trust it to 
manage itself. However, this does require a belief in the concept of natu-
ral inequality (Schenone and Ravier 2007; Skousen 2005). Interventionists 
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such as Fisher (1911) argued for maintaining a consistent price level 
through the correction periods of the business cycle, which inevitably 
ensued after unexpected increases in the price levels. Indeed, if the gov-
ernment could neutralize these unexpected increases in prices then the 
business cycle could be tamed (Fisher 1911 cited in Ebeling 2006). 
However, as government increases its grip on the economy, the essential 
role of competition in regulating the market economy withers away 
(Read 1958). Government policies that aim to create fairer competition 
within the economy often mean inefficient firms are propped up and 
protected from efficient firms (Mises 1949; Rothbard 1963). The latter 
causes the most harm because inefficient firms are allowed to survive 
where they should have dissolved, but more importantly the process of 
discovering new and better ways to satisfy consumer needs gets compro-
mised (Hayek 1968). In the Austrian view, it is precisely these types of 
interventions that create artificial conditions, suffocating entrepreneurs, 
and the market process.

Austrian economists would do away with all government interference 
with competition, even to discourage monopolies, the premise being 
that, in the long-run, a monopoly only survives as long as the next 
 innovation. However, this does not compensate for the short-term dam-
ages in lost opportunities nor does it take into account that homo eco-
nomicus is an acting individual and once a monopoly is created they will 
do everything in their power to maintain it. Hayek was writing at a time 
when markets and indeed capitalism were still developing and firms were 
fighting to reach the summit. Since then, the economic landscape has 
changed, many large companies have become giant multinationals who 
have created de facto monopolies and so the role competition once used 
to play is now insignificant. In this vein, unregulated markets are satu-
rated with overgrown corporations that suffocate entrepreneurs. Even 
Adam Smith (1776) acknowledged the tendency of totally free markets 
to develop anti-competitive monopolies (Bootle 2011). Hayek himself 
seems to point at this and recognizes that, because competition forces 
firms to improve, they are “disinclined to compete” (Hayek 1968. p. 19).

When one thinks about the survival of the fittest, in the Marshallian 
sense, images of businesses locked in intense competition against other 
businesses come to mind. Efficient businesses survive and inefficient ones 
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face the cull. Therefore, competition acts as a natural regulator within the 
market (Hayek 1968; Mises 1949; Rothbard 1963). However, while this 
may be true, competition serves an even higher purpose. Most businesses 
cease to exist not because of competition but because of their own inef-
fectiveness. Hayek (1968) sees the real purpose of competition as a means 
of discovery. As firms and consumers try to outdo each other in order to 
obtain the most desirable goods and services, they are forced to find new 
and more efficient means of achieving these ends. Competition facilitates 
the discovery process, enabling economic actors to discover new possi-
bilities of better serving consumer needs (Hayek 1968).

Much like prices, competition is a key component in a free market 
(Hayek 1968; Mises 1949). It not only preserves the market but also 
helps it improve and evolve. It “forces” those who depend on the market 
not just to imitate the latest improvements but also to continuously inno-
vate in a bid to achieve a competitive advantage (Hayek 1968. p. 19). 
These notions seem very close to Schumpeter’s (1934) innovative entre-
preneur. However, Hayek’s (1968) use of the word “force” is particularly 
poignant here and helps delve deeper into the nature of homo eco-
nomicus. It suggests that the willingness to improve is not voluntary and 
that if competition was not there, firms would continue as they had 
always done. Without competition, we might still be using beepers and 
not smart phones, without competition we might never have had the 
electric car.

One can understand why firms want to minimize competition; ulti-
mately, it adds to the cost while the only benefit it provides firms is the 
possibility of being better than their competitors. Without competition, 
firms would neither face this cost nor seek the benefit. Therefore, it is also 
logical for firms to aim for a monopoly or forge alliances to create cartels 
at the very least (Rothbard 1963). Mises (1949) paid particular attention 
to this topic, outlining at least 17 different circumstances where monop-
olistic behavior may be observed. Mises (1949) emphasized the role 
monopoly prices play, rather than just the existence of monopolies. 
Monopoly prices enabled firms to enjoy greater control over supply and 
prices (Mises 1949). However, Mises (1949) does not go further to high-
light other benefits and reasons firms aim for monopolies. For example, 
along with greater control over supply and prices, firms can also control 
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quality and indeed innovation. The modern entrepreneur’s main weapon 
is innovation; therefore, if existing firms are able to hijack and drip feed 
innovation, as many large firms do, then entrepreneurs face an impossible 
challenge. Proponents of non-intervention are quick to point to Google 
and Facebook as prime examples of new entrants succeeding because they 
were efficient and innovative. Whilst this is true, another important fac-
tor for their success is the fact that they were operating in relatively 
immature markets. Another new firm enjoying the same level of success 
is improbable. What’sApp being bought by Facebook in 2014 highlights 
this fact well.

 The Austrian Entrepreneur

The issue of intervening for entrepreneurship falls under a wider ideologi-
cal divide which may also explain other facets of contrasting views of 
entrepreneurship (Reinert 1999). Is entrepreneurship an equilibrating or 
disequilibrating force? Is entrepreneurship driven by individual entrepre-
neurs or are entrepreneurs merely a product of the market? In other 
words, do entrepreneurs create markets or does the market create them? 
(Boettke and Coyne 2003).

The Austrian view of markets constructed upon perfect knowledge, 
where the entrepreneur is merely an allocative force for other factors of 
production, helping to bring the market closer to equilibrium, is sterile 
(Baumol 2010; Casson and Casson 2013). This view contrasts sharply 
with the interventionist notion of unpredictable markets that are inher-
ently imperfect and plagued by deficiencies which must be corrected 
though intervention, either through government or a third party involved 
in the economic transaction (Steel 2001). In this regard, the entrepreneur 
is a dynamic disequilibrating force that sustains and rejuvenates markets 
(Schumpeter 1934).

Kirzner (1976) advanced Mises’ (1949) construct of human action to 
further establish the notion of entrepreneurship within economic theory, 
which in his view had become increasingly elusive. For Kirzner (1976, 
p. 31), existing analytical dimensions of “economizing, maximizing and 
efficiency” were not sufficient to explain human behavior in the market 
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process. Kirzner (1976) added an entrepreneurial element, which was 
best explained as the individual’s alertness to opportunities and the evolv-
ing nature of allocative decision making, continually allocating the best 
means to achieve desired ends.

Alertness to market opportunities is a key tenet of our modern under-
standing of the entrepreneur. Kirzner’s (1976) contribution re-established 
the entrepreneur’s role within the market economy. However, the entre-
preneur was still limited to an allocative function, unlike Schumpeter’s 
entrepreneur who actively created opportunities; the Austrian perspective 
was limited to an entrepreneur taking advantage of existing opportuni-
ties. This marked a crucial separation between Austrian thought and pre-
vailing views on entrepreneurship.

In summary, adding the classical Austrian view to the historical analy-
sis of entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs advanced the notion of entre-
preneurship as a process, thus highlighting the importance of 
environmental factors and functions that facilitate entrepreneurship. 
However, despite Kirzner’s (1976) revival, in the Austrian view, the entre-
preneur’s role diminished in a sterile environment of theoretically perfect 
knowledge. Contrasting the Austrian view of entrepreneurship with 
Keynesian or antitrust notions helps develop a realistic picture of how 
entrepreneurship may be advanced in modern markets. Nevertheless, an 
emphasis on the central role of the entrepreneur remains elusive in both 
notions. Instead, the government or the market process is expected to 
take on a commanding role. Arguably, both the Austrian and Keynesian 
view of entrepreneurship are bound in different contexts. The Austrian 
view of entrepreneurship is set at the micro level, whereas Keynesian 
thought is mainly concerned with the macro level. In both instances, 
unfortunately, the individual level or the entrepreneur is largely ignored 
(Audretsch 2007). Even writers like Schumpeter (1934) who have focused 
on the entrepreneur have not gone far enough to explore how and why 
they adopt this role (Schultz 1975).

In his seminal book, The Microtheory of Innovative Entrepreneurship, 
Baumol (2010) attempted to fuse historically diverse, micro and 
macro, notions of entrepreneurship with that of the entrepreneur. In 
doing so, Baumol (2010) not only places entrepreneurial action within 
an institutional framework but also brings entrepreneurial personality 
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traits to the fore, traits which were increasingly seen as unreliable mea-
sures of predicting entrepreneurial behavior (Bird 1989; Gartner 
1988; Krueger and Brazeal 1994; Krueger et al. 2000). The following 
chapter focuses on the individual entrepreneur and draws out key 
components that enable individuals to undertake entrepreneurial 
action. The next chapter outlines the theoretical framework that has 
guided this study.
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The previous chapter illustrates the lack of consensus and at times even 
the conflicting views on the theory of entrepreneurship and how we 
define an entrepreneur. This chapter aims to consolidate some of these 
views and draw out a theoretical framework that is best suited to guide 
this research in the UAE context. This process will also help produce 
operational definitions that are most relevant to this book. It will be 
useful at this point to explore the key tenets that govern the realms of 
entrepreneurship. For example, what is it that motivates an entrepre-
neur to act?

 Entrepreneurial Action

The theory of entrepreneurship and how entrepreneurship can be 
advanced is still to achieve consensus (Alvarez 2010; Casson 2005; Shane 
et al. 2003; Swedberg 2000). The role of incentives (Say 1803), motiva-
tion (Marshall 1920; Leibenstein 1968), and environmental factors (Cole 
1949) in facilitating entrepreneurship has informed policy and trans-
formed our understanding of entrepreneurship. However, although these 
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factors are widely recognized as key variables in enhancing entrepreneur-
ship, their application is contested among different schools of thought 
(Baumol 2010; Reinert 1999; Steele 2001). Furthermore, there are rifts 
and variations within individual schools of thought. For example, 
although Mises, Schumpeter, and Kirzner may herald from the Austrian 
school of economics, their views on entrepreneurship and how it should 
be advanced vary significantly.

The search for a universal definition of an entrepreneur, based on char-
acteristics, has not been successful (Carsrud and Brännback 2011; Casson 
2005; Shaver and Scott 1991). It may be prudent at this stage to heed the 
advice of Francis Edgeworth (1845–1926), and construct multiple 
 definitions of entrepreneurs, because entrepreneurs are best defined by 
the context and their choice of economic activity (Hebert and Link 
2009). Nevertheless, the discussion thus far suggests that an entrepreneur 
may be defined either by characteristics or by behavior (Gartner 1988). 
The entrepreneur must face uncertainty in the pursuit of profit, but 
through innovation, effective leadership, and decision making is able to 
organize economic resources and efficiently allocate them to produce the 
best possible market outcomes. Thus, it also follows that entrepreneurs 
are also a product of their environment. Therefore, in addition to internal 
facets, the external environmental factors cannot be ignored (Shane and 
Venkataraman 2000).

Despite multiple variations, it is widely accepted that an active entre-
preneur is the core driver of entrepreneurship (Baumol 2010; Carsrud 
and Brännback 2011; Casson 2003, 2005). The following sections will 
look at behavior and in particular what drives entrepreneurs to start new 
ventures. Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) suggests 
entrepreneurial intentions are the best predictors for entrepreneurial 
action (Carsrud and Brännback 2011; Krueger and Brazeal 1994; Krueger 
et al. 2000; Liñan et al. 2011). However, intentions do not necessarily 
lead to action (Bae et al. 2014; Bahrami 2014; Shane et al. 2003). A cru-
cial link between intentions and action is motivation (Carsrud and 
Brännback 2011). But while entrepreneurial motivation explains the 
antecedents of entrepreneurial intentions, antecedents of entrepreneurial 
motivations need further investigation (Fayolle et al. 2014).
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 Entrepreneurial Motivation

Traditional origins of motivation theories try to find answers for human 
action, such as, why we choose certain actions over others and what 
incentivizes these actions (Schacter et al. 2011). The theory of motivation 
is largely grounded in the two overarching schools of thought, the psy-
chological and economic frameworks (Alschuler 1967; Carsrud and 
Brännback 2011; Steel and Konig 2006). Like the theory of entrepre-
neurship, the theory of motivation lacks clear consensus and there have 
been calls to define a fact-based, common theory of motivation (Carsrud 
and Brännback 2011; Graham and Weiner 1996; Steel and Konig 2006). 
Theories of entrepreneurial motivation can be roughly divided into 
intrinsic and extrinsic sources of motivation (Carsrud and Brännback 
2011; Pervin 2003).

Extrinsic theories of motivation emphasize incentives and external 
factors that pull entrepreneurs into action, whereas intrinsic theories 
of motivation focus on the internal drivers that push us into action 
(Hakim 1989; Kirkwood 2009). Using the intrinsic theoretical frame-
work, a number of entrepreneurial traits can be drawn out to better 
understand entrepreneurs and their actions (Shane et  al. 2003). 
However, this trait- based approach to entrepreneurial research has 
been criticized, too, for limited application and generalizability 
(Aldrich and Zimmer 1986; Bird 1989; Carsrud and Brännback 
2011).

Arguably, both the internal and external assessments of entrepreneurial 
motivation focus on the situation as it exists and fail to account for ante-
cedent influences that should not be ignored when considering the ori-
gins of entrepreneurial motivation (Krueger and Carsrud 1994). 
Furthermore, antecedent influences also affect entrepreneurs’ perception 
of value, and therefore the type of venture they are likely to adopt (Estay 
et al. 2013). Combining these factors provides a promising framework 
for explaining entrepreneurial motivation and why they vary among 
entrepreneurs (Carsrud and Brännback 2011; Fayolle et  al. 2014). 
However, this specific area still lacks extensive empirical research, espe-
cially within the UAE (Sikdar and Vel 2011).
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In one of the earliest studies of motivation, Murray (1938) used a 
Thematic Apperception Test and found motivation to be highly individ-
ual and context specific. The results of the study demonstrated that indi-
viduals were heavily influenced by their experiences, environment, and 
their conscious and sub-conscious state (Graham and Weiner 1996). 
More importantly, research participants tended to project their personal 
and emotional situation onto their aspiration (Murray 1938). Atkinson 
(1957) and McClelland (1961) later advanced Murray’s (1938) work to 
develop a comprehensive Theory of Achievement, which mainly focuses 
on internal drivers and the need for achievement. Murray (1938) was 
arguably one of the first to recognize that motivation, like so many other 
facets of the human condition, is bound to context.

 Need for Independence

In a quantitative study of French entrepreneurs, Estay et al. (2013) went 
beyond traditional lines of enquiry, concerned with the effect of inten-
tions and motivations on behavior, to investigate the antecedents of 
entrepreneurial motivation. Independence and development were high-
lighted as the main antecedents of entrepreneurial motivation. The need 
for independence motivated entrepreneurs to pursue actions expected to 
return financial independence and enhance self-determination (Wagner 
and Ziltener 2008), while development motivated them because of the 
perception that their action directly led to improvement (Estay et  al. 
2013). The study sample comprised 235 respondents with a 100% 
response rate; however, the questionnaire was administered by the local 
chamber of commerce when new entrepreneurs came to register their 
business. This, coupled with the fact that the sample was limited to one 
region of France, questions the validity and reliability, thus the generaliz-
ability of the study (Creswell and Miller 2000). Nevertheless, this is a 
noteworthy study because it highlighted what leads to entrepreneurial 
motivation and in a way identified the motivation behind ambition.

Differentiating between the situation-specific motivation to start a 
business and the motivation to continue to run a business is important 
(Baum et al. 2001). Estay et al. (2013) investigated the later. The motiva-
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tion to start a business, the need for achievement, independence and 
development are, arguably, best explained through Bandura’s (1977a) 
social cognition theory where environmental factors and social cognition 
shape an individual’s motivations. In a meta-analysis of twelve studies, 
Urban (2010) found direct links between culture and an individual’s self- 
concept, personality and cognition in South Africa. Although culture did 
not directly relate to entrepreneurship, its impact on motivation and 
aspirations highlighted an indirect link with entrepreneurship. This was 
similar to earlier studies that found that culture affected entrepreneurship 
indirectly by affecting attitudes and perceived success in certain actions. 
However, the same studies found no direct link between entrepreneur-
ship and culture (Krueger and Brazeal 1994; Krueger et al. 2000).

The results of Estay et al. (2013) study resonate with Scheinberg and 
MacMillan (1988), who also highlighted the need for independence and 
development as the main motivators for entrepreneurial action. A recent 
quantitative study of Kuwaiti females conducted by Mutairi and Fayez 
(2015) also highlighted the need for independence, specifically financial 
independence as the main motivator to start a business. The same study 
revealed that female entrepreneurs identified lack of family and institu-
tional support as the main barriers to entrepreneurship (Mutairi and 
Fayez 2015). The need for independence, especially financial indepen-
dence, is echoed in empirical data from Saudi Arabia, Bahrain (Sadi and 
Al-Ghazali 2012), Oman (Mathew 2010), and indeed the UAE (Erogul 
and McCrohan 2008; Haan 2004; Hossan et al. 2013; Itani et al. 2011). 
Interestingly, these regional studies also revealed that family and cultural 
factors were largely perceived as barriers by female entrepreneurs (Mathew 
2010; Mutairi and Fayez 2015; Sadi and Al-Ghazali 2012). However, in 
the UAE, while culture played an important role, family was perceived 
positively, as a motivational or support mechanism for female entrepre-
neurs (Haan 2004; Hossan et al. 2013; Itani et al. 2011). In a qualitative 
study, Erogul and McCrohan (2008) conducted in-depth interviews with 
17 female Emirati entrepreneurs to explore the motivation for starting 
their business.

The study results highlighted the need for independence as a major 
motivator for female Emiratis to start business ventures. However, unlike 
European studies, Erogul and McCrohan (2008) found cultural factors 
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played a major role in venture creation among female Emirati entrepre-
neurs. Although using different approaches, Estay et  al. (2013) and 
Erogul and McCrohan (2008) highlighted the antecedents of motiva-
tions for established entrepreneurs. However, these studies adopted a nar-
row scope and did not go further to explain why independence and 
development were a source of entrepreneurial motivation. Almost all the 
regional studies focused on entrepreneurs, as opposed to potential entre-
preneurs. Furthermore, these regional studies were largely based on 
female samples. This only provides a partial view of entrepreneurial moti-
vation in the UAE and its neighboring regions.

 Need for Achievement

The achievement motive remains one of the most influential contribu-
tions to the theory of motivation (McClelland et al. 1953). Developing 
the theory further, in his seminal work The Achieving Society, McClelland 
(1961) identified the achievement motive or need for achievement (nAch) 
as the main predictor of entrepreneurial intentions (Alschuler 1967; 
Carsrud and Brännback 2011; Estay et al. 2013; Shane et al. 2003). This 
is unlike power motivation or affiliation motivation, where an individual 
is solely driven to act in accordance with developing networks or gaining 
influence to exert his will (Alschuler 1967). The achievement motive 
drives actions that lead to excellence (McClelland 1961). In pursuing 
excellence, individuals are more likely to undertake tasks that require 
higher levels of skill, individual responsibility, recognition, and impact of 
outcomes. Taking on the role of an entrepreneur meets all of these criteria 
(Shane et al. 2003). Thus, a career in entrepreneurship is the most likely 
outcome for individuals who possess a high need for achievement 
(McClelland 1961).

In a study of 305 mixed nationality young adults in the UAE, Ryan 
et al. (2011) investigated the relationship between nAch and entrepre-
neurial potential. The study revealed a strong correlation between nAch 
and entrepreneurial potential; however, they found low levels of nAch 
among UAE nationals. Furthermore, the study revealed inconsistent 
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levels of nAch between male and female participants, as female partici-
pants displayed higher levels of nAch than their male counterparts 
(Ryan et al. 2011).

Some studies in the region support motivational disparity between 
male and female young adults (Bahrami 2014; Haan 2004; Sowmya et al. 
2010). The lure of public sector jobs may explain lower levels of nAch in 
relation to entrepreneurial behavior in some studies (Kargwell and Inguva 
2012; Sowmya et al. 2010). However, the bulk of empirical evidence on 
entrepreneurial motivation among UAE nationals overwhelmingly points 
to high levels of nAch (El-Sokari et al. 2013; Itani et al. 2011; Sikdar and 
Vel 2011).

In a study of locus of control (an individual’s self-belief in how much 
they control their own destiny) among first time community entrepre-
neurs, Diaz and Rodriguez (2003), found significant variations in the 
motivation of participants. They concluded that nAch can be used to 
distinguish between owner managers and the innovative Schumpeterian 
entrepreneur (Diaz and Rodriguez 2003). However, it is not clear whether 
investigating nascent entrepreneurs, instead of founders of established 
firms, would have yielded different results. Furthermore, investigations 
on entrepreneurs’ propensity for risk, from a motivational perspective, do 
not tend to differentiate between insurable risk and real uncertainty 
(Shane et al. 2003). Entrepreneurs are able to succeed where others would 
not venture because they see opportunities where others see risk. Thus, it 
is questionable whether the entrepreneurs and managers interpret risk in 
the same way (Shane et al. 2003). In later research, McClelland (1985) 
found the nAch to significantly increase entrepreneurial performance and 
encouraged entrepreneurial behavior of risk taking and business 
expansion.

However, nAch also presents an interesting dichotomy. For both 
Atkinson (1957) and McClelland (1961), the individual with high need 
for achievement was almost risk averse, opting for medium risk proposi-
tions. While nAch has been found to effectively predict entrepreneurial 
action and distinguish levels of success among entrepreneurs, McClelland 
(1961, 1985) and many after him found almost no difference between 
firm founders and managers in regard to risk propensity (Collins et al. 
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2000; Fineman 1977; Johnson 1990; Low and Macmillan 1988 cited in 
Shane et al. 2003).

Furthermore, some have argued, that the achievement motive is a bet-
ter predictor of human behavior within group settings, rather than soli-
tary settings, which raises doubts about using the achievement motive as 
predictor of entrepreneurial action (Chell 2008; Collins et  al. 2000). 
Nevertheless, a number of studies have also found significant correlations 
between nAch and propensity for entrepreneurial action (Ahmed 1985; 
Ryan et  al. 2011). Indeed, in a later study, Collins et  al. (2004) used 
meta-analysis to identify the effects of achievement motivation on entre-
preneurial behavior. The study revealed that achievement motivation was 
significantly correlated with entrepreneurial behavior (Collins et  al. 
2004).

 Entrepreneurial Intentions

Entrepreneurial intentions are one of the best predictors for entrepreneurial 
behavior (Bae et  al. 2014; Carsrud and Brännback 2011; Krueger et  al. 
2000; Liñan et al. 2011). Mechanisms that enable these intentions to reach 
fruition, through cognition and motivation, have increasingly taken on a 
central role within entrepreneurship research (Carsrud and Brännback 
2011; Shane et al. 2003). From a socio-cognitive point of view, intentions 
are self-predictors or deciding factors of engagement in actual behavior 
(Ajzen 1991; Bandura 1977a, b). While the strength of these intentions is 
often specific to an individual’s context, cognition and levels of motivation, 
intentions nevertheless serve as the best signal for entrepreneurial action 
(Fayolle et al. 2014; Krueger et al. 2000; Sowmya et al. 2010).

A number of models have been used to explore and expose entrepre-
neurial intentions; for example, the Model of Implementing 
Entrepreneurial Ideas (Bird 1988) and the Maximization of the 
Expected Utility Model (Fayolle et al. 2014). However, the most influ-
ential examples can be found in Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned 
Behaviour and Shapero and Sokol’s (1982) Entrepreneurial Event 
Model (SEE) (Carsrud and Brännback 2011; Estay et al. 2013; Fayolle 
et al. 2014; Liñan et al. 2011).
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 Theory of Planned Behavior

As an extension of Ajzen and Fishbein’s (1980) Theory of Reason and like 
Bandura’s (1977a) Social Learning Theory, Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of 
Planned Behaviour is bound in cognition and perception of reality 
(Kautonen et  al. 2013; Krueger and Carsrud 1994). TPB has been 
updated in recent years to the Reasoned Action Approach by Fishbein 
and Ajzen’s (2010). However, the older TPB was preferred to the Reasoned 
Action Approach for two reasons. First, the TPB has been cited in 
 thousands of scholarly papers from a diverse range of disciplines which 
enables the researcher to compare and contrast research findings with 
extensive empirical data that has been rigorously testes over a prolonged 
period of time (Morgan and Bachrach 2011). The second reason related 
to integration of the TPB with other models that explore entrepreneurial 
intentions and behaviors (Krueger and Carsrud 1994). For example, 
Linan et  al. (2011) integrated the TPB with Bandura’s (1997) Social 
Learning Theory. This also enables the researcher to home in on existing 
empirical data that relate precisely to the aims of this study.

TPB uses independent determinants of attitude toward behavior, sub-
jective norms and perceived behavioral control (PBC) as the key con-
structs of an individual’s intentions (Ajzen 1991; Bae et al. 2014; Bahrami 
2014; Liñan et al. 2011). Ajzen (1991) postulated that intentions built 
upon these three constructs were the best predictors of behavior. Attitudes 
relate to an individual’s evaluation of a behavior; subjective norms refer 
to the individual’s social acceptance of a behavior and PBC relates to the 
perception about the degree of difficulty or success associated with a 
behavior (Ajzen 1991).

PBC has also been equated to Bandura’s (1997) self-efficacy, which 
relates to an individual’s confidence and perceived capabilities of under-
taking certain tasks (Ajzen 1991; Shane et al. 2003). These two constructs 
are important in developing an understanding of the entrepreneurial pro-
cess and are widely used in entrepreneurship research to predict entrepre-
neurial intentions (Krueger et al. 2000). Crucially, when compared with 
the other two constructs of attitude and social norms, variations in PBC 
seem to be the best predictors of entrepreneurial intentions (Liñan et al. 
2011). For example, in a study of entrepreneurial intentions among Saudi 
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students, Almobaireek and Manolova (2011) found a strong relationship 
between PBC and entrepreneurial intentions, indicating that entrepre-
neurial intentions are strongly affected by perceptions of success in a cer-
tain task. Interestingly this relationship was stronger among female 
participants as compared to male participants.

As TPB is based on three independent constructs, Ajzen (1991) did 
not clarify the origin of an individual’s PBC, which may be determined 
by knowledge, innate confidence or environmental factors (Krueger 
and Brazeal 1994). PBC and self-efficacy seem similar to locus of con-
trol. However, Ajzen (1991) differentiated PBC from Rotter’s (1966) 
construct of perceived locus of control. PBC, Ajzen (1991) suggested, 
evaluates each behavior on its own merit, unlike perceived locus of con-
trol which relates to a person’s general outlook and approach to a 
behavior (Ahmed 1985; Diaz and Rodriguez 2003; Kautonen et  al. 
2013; Krueger et  al. 2000; Liñan et  al. 2011). This is an important 
insight as it emphasizes an individual’s ability to make calculated deci-
sions to choose one task over another, instead of blindly accepting every 
opportunity.

Unlike Rotter’s (1966) generalized locus of control, assessing a situa-
tion on its own merit through PBC also accounts for the achievement 
motive (Ajzen 1991; Warehime 1972). Furthermore, PBC also suggests 
that the decision is not based upon the opportunity alone. Instead, an 
opportunity’s attractiveness is weighed against the perception of opportu-
nity, resources, and the individual’s perception about their own ability to 
take advantage (Carsrud and Brännback 2011; Shane et al. 2003). This 
suggests an improvement in skills and abilities may lead to stronger entre-
preneurial intentions. Almobaireek and Manolova (2011) also found 
education and training to have a significant effect on entrepreneurial 
intentions.

 Entrepreneurial Event Model

SEE uses social dimensions of entrepreneurship, their effect on the per-
ception of desirability, feasibility and their impact on an entrepreneur’s 
propensity to act (Krueger et al. 2000; Shapero and Sokol 1982). In this 
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way, the SEE relates directly to the entrepreneur’s behavior. Unlike the 
TPB, where intentions are the key predictors of behavior, SEE addresses 
the change in circumstances or displacement events that significantly dis-
turb an entrepreneur’s life pattern, leading to behavior change (Shapero 
and Sokol 1982). Whether it is incentives pulling entrepreneurs or inter-
nal drivers pushing them into action, the change in circumstances alludes 
to how changes in situational factors affect behavior (Hakim 1989; 
Kirkwood 2009; Naffziger et al. 1994). In this way, the SEE resonates 
closely with Leibenstein’s Theory of X-efficiency. However, Shapero and 
Sokol (1982) proposed that situational factors were merely objective 
measures, such as changes in demographics. Instead, an entrepreneur’s 
evaluation of opportunity was driven by perception. This in itself accounts 
for motivation, creating a knock on effect on intentions and resulting 
action or behavior (Baum et al. 2001; Krueger and Brazeal 1994).

In the SEE, a change in an individual’s modus operandi leads to a 
change in behavior. However, the choice of behavior depends on the per-
ceived desirability and feasibility associated with different behavior 
options (Krueger et al. 2000). Perceived desirability relates to the attrac-
tiveness of a venture, whereas, perceived feasibility relates to a person’s 
self-belief or capabilities in successfully performing the task (Shapero and 
Sokol 1982). The TPB, the SEE, and Social Cognition Theory overlap in 
a number of ways. The notion of perceived desirability in the SEE deals 
with the here and now; for example, an individual’s preference for per-
forming one task over another. This is akin to the construct of attitudes 
in the TPB. Likewise, perceived feasibility in SEE is similar to the notion 
of PBC in the TPB, or the concept of self-efficacy in Social Cognition 
Theory. Essentially, these constructs suggest individuals measure the 
probability of success relative to their perceived ability to complete the 
task. Therefore, high levels of perceived ability associated with undertak-
ing an opportunity indicates increased probability of entrepreneurial 
action (Ajzen 1991; Bandura 1997, 2002; Shapero and Sokol 1982).

The notion that perceptions can be developed and are directly influ-
enced by increased mastery and expectancy, presents an opportunity for 
those responsible for promoting entrepreneurship and supporting entre-
preneurs (Eccles and Wigfield 2002; Ronstadt 1985; Schultz 1975), 
especially within the UAE and wider region (El-Sokari et  al. 2013; 
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Hossan et al. 2013; Sadi and Al-Ghazali 2012; Sowmya et al. 2010). TPB 
(Ajzen 1991), SEE (Shapero and Sokol 1982) and Bandura’s (1977a) 
Social Cognition Theory all complement each other and many research-
ers have combined them to develop integrated models for measuring 
entrepreneurial intentions (Almobaireek and Manolova 2011; Bae et al. 
2014; Bandura 2002; Krueger and Brazeal 1994; Krueger et  al. 2000; 
Liñan et al. 2011).

 Integrated Model of Entrepreneurial 
Intentions

Contemporary authors built upon the above overarching theories for 
empirical research. Integrating TPB, SEE and self-efficacy, Krueger and 
Brazeal (1994) developed a Model of Entrepreneurial Potential, which 
proposed “potential” as the defining link between perception and inten-
tions (Ajzen 1991; Bandura 1977a; Shapero and Sokol 1982). Krueger 
and Brazeal (1994) suggested that, in addition to tangible resources, 
entrepreneurs should have access to credible information, as well as emo-
tional and psychological support. This creates the most conducive envi-
ronment for entrepreneurship where it can be cultivated (Krueger and 
Brazeal 1994). Like many others (Aldrich and Zimmer 1986; Bird 1989; 
Naffziger et  al. 1994), Krueger and Brazeal (1994) abandoned using 
demographics or the personal traits approach to understand entrepre-
neurs, disputing the relevance of static criteria in a fluid and ever- changing 
environment (Gartner 1988; Krueger and Brazeal 1994) and preferring, 
instead, to explore perceptions for predicting behavior (Kautonen et al. 
2013). This was a positive development in entrepreneurial research, since, 
with appropriate inputs, perceptions can be changed to influence actual 
behavior (Eccles and Wigfield 2002; Fayolle et  al. 2014; Krueger and 
Brazeal 1994).

In a later study of 97 senior university students in the United States, 
Krueger et al. (2000) used SEE with Ajzen’s (1991) TPB to assess entre-
preneurial intentions. Krueger et al. (2000) applied a correlational analy-
sis to the SEE and TPB models separately, then integrated both models 
and applied the same approach. The study found that while separately 
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both models were reasonably apt at predicting entrepreneurial inten-
tions, integrating both models produced a more precise measure of 
entrepreneurial intentions. This finding corroborates research conducted 
in the UAE.

Bahrami (2014) applied the SEE model to a sample of 232 partici-
pants from diverse backgrounds and found no significant correlations 
between social behavior moderators and entrepreneurial intentions. 
Bahrami (2014) explains this by noting that the diverse sample may have 
diluted the data. However, this example also highlights the benefit of 
incorporating multiple models to produce hybrid research instruments. 
Similarly, Krueger et  al. (2000), applying TPB, found social norms to 
have no significant effect on intentions; they proposed a further investi-
gation to clarify this inconsistency (Krueger et al. 2000). Other studies, 
using a similar model, also found social norms to have no direct effect; 
however, social norms did seem to have an impact on attitudes and PBC 
(Liñan et al. 2011). Thus, social norms affected entrepreneurial behavior 
indirectly.

In a quantitative cross-sectional study of regional variations in entre-
preneurial cognition and intentions, in Spain, Liñan et al. (2011) synthe-
sized the seminal theories of Ajzen (1991) and Bandura (1977a) to 
develop the Entrepreneurial Intention Questionnaire (EIQ). The results 
of the questionnaire helped produce a comprehensive model of entrepre-
neurial intentions. This entrepreneurial intention model was based on 
two independent variables of motivational and environmental factors, 
with entrepreneurial intentions as the dependent variable. Liñan et  al. 
(2011) found that motivational factors directly influenced entrepreneur-
ial intentions while environmental factors indirectly influenced entrepre-
neurial intentions through their effect on motivational factors.

A valuable contribution of Liñan’s et al. (2011) work was the integra-
tion of Bandura’s (1977a) Social Learning Theory into the entrepreneur-
ial intentions model to explain the origin of perceptions, something that 
Ajzen (1991) and Shapero and Sokol’s (1982) models were lacking. Liñan 
et al. (2011) filled this void by examining the role of socio-cultural (exter-
nal) factors on an entrepreneur’s perceptions of desirability and feasibil-
ity. However, key external factors such as entrepreneurial education, 
mentorship and other support mechanisms were not included in the 

 Theoretical Framework for Entrepreneurship in the UAE 



52 

EIQ. Other studies conducted in the UAE and elsewhere identify a range 
of environmental factors that influence an individual’s perception of the 
social environment, such as education, culture and gender (El-Sokari 
et al. 2013; Majumdar and Varadarajan 2013; Saeed et al. 2013; Sowmya 
et al. 2010 ).

Interestingly, Majumdar and Varadarajan (2013) found no significant 
differences in the entrepreneurial intentions of male and female univer-
sity students. However, this does not necessarily contradict other regional 
studies, mentioned above, that highlight significant gender differences in 
the aspirations of entrepreneurs. Majumdar and Varadarajan’s (2013) 
study focused on undergraduates and entrepreneurial intentions whereas 
others (El-Sokari et  al. 2013; Saeed et  al. 2013; Sowmya et  al. 2010) 
focused on entrepreneurs and were social factors that affected their 
behavior.

Given the uncertainty and risk involved in entrepreneurial ventures, 
individuals who perceive these factors as barriers that are difficult to over-
come, rather than opportunities, would be less willing to start new busi-
nesses (McMullen and Shepherd 2006; Shane et  al. 2003). In a 
meta-analysis study about entrepreneurial intentions, Bae et al. (2014) 
concluded that self-efficacy and the individuals’ beliefs in their ability to 
successfully perform entrepreneurial tasks are mediators between entre-
preneurial education and entrepreneurial intentions (Bandura 1977a, 
2002).

Similarly, in a study of female entrepreneurs in the UAE, Sowmya 
et al. (2010) found that despite the existence of entrepreneurial intention 
and perceived opportunities, entrepreneurial intentions were hampered 
by insecurity. This may have been caused by entrepreneurs’ perceived lack 
of experience or negative perceptions about the environment. These find-
ings were echoed across many studies in the region which identified 
entrepreneurial intentions among Emiratis but also recognized the mis-
match between intentions and their realization (Almobaireek and 
Manolova 2011; Bahrami 2014; Haan 2004; Hossan et al. 2013; Itani 
et  al. 2011; Sadi and Al-Ghazali 2012; Sikdar and Vel 2011; Sowmya 
et  al. 2010; Zeffane 2014). Empirical research in the UAE and wider 
region has called on governments and other key stakeholders to bridge 
the gap between high entrepreneurial intentions and the actual creation 
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of enterprises among Emiratis (Haan 2004; Itani et al. 2011; Sowmya 
et  al. 2010; Zeffane 2014). The identification of environmental and 
motivational factors influencing entrepreneurial intentions is critical to 
formulate solutions.

 Environmental Factors

Entrepreneurship requires entrepreneurs and entrepreneurs are a product 
of their environment: thus, an environment conducive to entrepreneur-
ship is crucial for its success (Krueger and Brazeal 1994; Shapero 1981; 
Valliere 2008). Along with self-efficacy, an individual’s evaluation of 
entrepreneurial success in relation to a given opportunity is strongly 
linked with their perceptions of the environment and its capacity to sup-
port entrepreneurial action (Bandura 1977a, b, 1997, 2002). The entre-
preneurial environment is constructed with institutions and in this regard 
the influence of environmental factors may be explained by institutional 
economic theory (Nee and Young 1991; North 1990). Weber’s protestant 
work ethic was undoubtedly adopted because of social, cultural, and reli-
gious stimuli and would certainly support this notion (Kim 2012). 
Specific to entrepreneurship, perceptions of the environment can influ-
ence entrepreneurs’ judgment about expected outcomes (Minniti 2008; 
Naffziger et  al. 1994; Valliere 2008). Thus, when exploring the gap 
between entrepreneurial intentions and action, perceived suitability of 
the environment may provide valuable insights.

Environmental factors can be further divided into formal and informal 
factors (North 1990). Informal factors include perceptions of social and 
cultural support and acceptance of entrepreneurial action. These also 
include perceptions of the environmental capability and key constructs 
such as education, propensity to innovate, and capacity to facilitate entre-
preneurial opportunities. Formal environmental factors mainly focus on 
government policy, regulation, infrastructure, and finance (Alvarez 
2010). Although Ajzen (1991) and Shapero and Sokol (1982) considered 
the role of informal social and cultural environmental factors, their mod-
els did not explicitly explore the influence of formal factors. Despite 
efforts of later researchers (Almobaireek and Manolova 2011; Krueger 
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and Brazeal 1994; Liñan et al. 2011) who integrated Bandura’s (1977a) 
social cognition theory to better understand environmental influences on 
behavior, empirical evidence on entrepreneurs’ perceptions of formal 
environmental factors, especially in the UAE, remains scarce.

Investigating the influence of environmental factors on behavior is 
complex. Formal and informal institutions that define the environment 
are bound in context, fluid in nature and interchangeable according to 
geographical regions, cultures, and the country’s stage of development 
(Bosma and Levie 2010; Naffziger et al. 1994; North 1990). For exam-
ple, cultural perceptions can derive from family and friends or wider 
national superstructure, while at the same time culture is interchange-
able, depending on historic and religious factors (Alvarez 2010; Liñan 
et al. 2011). Religion itself is an interesting factor because in the UAE it 
is a formal institution, whereas in other parts of the world it does not 
feature as an institution at all.

In most Western countries, finance is part of the formal environment 
structure (Alvarez 2010). However, in the UAE and indeed the wider 
Middle East region, finance falls under a wider spectrum ranging from 
formal to informal. For example, empirical evidence on SME finance in 
the UAE highlights family and friends as the main sources of finance. 
Furthermore, the terms and conditions of finance vary significantly when 
comparing different lenders and regions with the UAE (Rocha 2010). 
Therefore, studying the effect of environmental factors on behavior posed 
a number of challenges. Nevertheless, despite the inherent complexities, 
influence of environmental factors on UAE entrepreneurs demanded fur-
ther investigation.

The models discussed above suggest that attitudes and beliefs influence 
perceptions and often tend to have a greater influence on behavior than 
objective facts (Krueger and Brazeal 1994; Shapero and Sokol 1982). 
Thus, instead of categorizing formal and informal environmental factors, 
this current study aimed to investigate if, and which, environmental fac-
tors influence entrepreneurs’ perceptions in the UAE.

Applying the structural equation model on a sample of 380 experts, 
Casero et al. (2013) tested the effects of education and training, 
research and development transfer, and cultural and social norms on 
entrepreneurial capacity. The results indicated social and cultural 
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norms to have the greatest effect on entrepreneurial capacity. The 
findings also highlighted an indirect, rather than the expected direct 
link between education and training with entrepreneurial capacity 
Casero et al. (2013).

The results suggested that education and training was not a defining 
factor for starting a business. However, its strong influence on cultural 
and social norms highlighted the indirect effect on entrepreneurial capac-
ity. Arguably, here too there may be issues with design and method (Shane 
et  al. 2003). Education and training are broad constructs with signifi-
cantly different means and ends. The education and training section of 
the questionnaire used in the survey focuses on education rather than 
training. Therefore, this particular construct may need further 
investigation.

In a study of environmental conditions and their effect on entrepre-
neurial activity in Spain, Alvarez (2010) also concurred with Casero et al. 
(2013) findings, in that cultural and social factors greatly influenced 
entrepreneurial activity. These studies are in sharp contrast to the major-
ity of empirical evidence collected from the UAE.  For example, in a 
quantitative study of 232 participants, Bahrami (2014) found no signifi-
cant relationships between demographic and cultural factors with entre-
preneurial intentions in the UAE. Similarly, in a qualitative study of 16 
female entrepreneurs, Itani et al. (2011) found that culture mattered but 
played an insignificant role in predicting entrepreneurial action.

Empirical data on culture and its insignificant effects on entrepreneur-
ship seem to be contradictory to a society deeply embedded in culture 
and tradition. Shane et al. (2003) notion of limitation in method may be 
relevant here as Itani et  al. (2011) focused on a female-only sample. 
Furthermore, Bahrami’s (2014) sample consisted of mixed nationalities; 
arguably, the sample did not prescribe to specific culture values, making 
it difficult for the research instrument to pick up significant cultural ref-
erences specific to the UAE. Other studies highlight the perceived impor-
tance placed on education and training. For example, using a case study 
approach with 30 participants, Sikdar and Vel (2011) investigated the 
entrepreneurial process in the UAE by evaluating how entrepreneurs 
interacted with different elements of the environments. In doing so, they 
highlighted the most important environmental factors to UAE’s nascent 
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entrepreneurs. The study highlighted education and training as one of 
the most significant variables in entrepreneurial action. Interestingly, the 
same study also revealed that nascent UAE entrepreneurs valued institu-
tional support mechanisms (Sikdar and Vel 2011).

Similarly, as mentioned earlier, Sowmya et al. (2010) found Emiratis 
valued the role of education in fostering entrepreneurship; however, they 
felt that current opportunities did little to prepare young graduates for 
entrepreneurship. These findings were echoed by Itani et al. (2011), who 
specifically highlighted the area of financial and management training, 
where UAE entrepreneurs perceived they had the lowest capabilities. 
Some research findings in Europe may help explain why Sowmya et al. 
(2010) found negative perceptions about entrepreneurial educational 
programs. For example, Oosterbeek et  al. (2010) found that a leading 
entrepreneurship education program in Europe had insignificant effects 
on increasing entrepreneurial skills. In fact, the program had negative 
effects on entrepreneurial intentions and was deemed detrimental to 
building entrepreneurial capacity. This may be explained by limitations 
in the education programs; however, we also need to consider the fact 
that some individuals simply choose to shy away from starting a business 
after understanding the challenges involved.

Investigations on environmental factors and their effect on entrepre-
neurial intentions have produced diverse and at times conflicting find-
ings. While some inconsistencies may be explained by inappropriate 
methods (Shane et  al. 2003), changes in context also play a part. For 
example, while some study results indicate insignificant relationships 
between social and cultural norms and entrepreneurial intentions 
(Krueger and Brazeal 1994; Liñan et al. 2011), others highlighted these 
as the most significant antecedents of entrepreneurial intentions Casero 
et al. (2013).

Similarly, other studies indicate a stronger correlation between cul-
ture and entrepreneurial intentions in the Middle East, when compared 
with the United States (Erogul and McCrohan 2008; Itani et al. 2011; 
Krueger et al. 2000). As mentioned earlier, research conducted within 
the UAE and wider region has also produced conflicting results. For 
example, elsewhere in the Middle East, the informal institution of fam-
ily seems to have a negative influence on entrepreneurs, especially female 
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entrepreneurs. However, in the UAE family represents a positive influ-
ence (Itani et al. 2011; Matthew 2010; Sadi and Al-Ghazali 2012).

The UAE government has launched a wide range of education initia-
tives and specialist programs, such as the Khalifa Fund and campus based 
business incubators, to promote entrepreneurship (Kerros 2012). These 
efforts have also been well documented in the media, which would sup-
port Sikdar and Vel’s (2011) findings of high levels of perceived value 
associated with education and training and institutional support. 
However, perceptions about the level of education and training and insti-
tutional support available were largely negative (Sikdar and Vel 2011), 
perceptions that were corroborated by Sowmya et al. (2010). This indi-
cates a gap between government efforts and their perceived value for 
UAE entrepreneurs. This area certainly demands further investigation.

 Conclusions

The evolutionary progress of entrepreneurship and our understanding of 
the entrepreneur can be marked by specific moments in history. Some 
constructs have echoed consistently throughout the relatively short and 
sporadic history of the theory of entrepreneurship. The entrepreneur as a 
decision maker and leader has almost unanimous acceptance as a key 
construct in what defines an entrepreneur (Baumol 2010; Cantillon 
2010; Casson and Casson 2013; Marhsall 1920; Menger 1871; Mises 
1949; Say 1803; Schumpeter 1934; Shackle 1966). Similarly, the entre-
preneur as an organizer, allocator and an employer (user) of other eco-
nomic factors has also been widely recognized as an important 
entrepreneurial function (Baumol 1968; Casson 2005; Kirzner 1971, 
1976; Mises 1949; Say 1803; Schumpeter 1934; Walras 1874; Wieser 
1914 cited in Rothbard 2009).

Cantillon’s (2010) notions of risk and uncertainty have reverberated 
over the last three centuries through the works of Thunen (1850), 
Mangoldt (1855), Menger (1871), Cole (1949) and Casson (2005). The 
fact that these concepts were later granted further clarity by Knight 
(2006), in what became known as the “Knightian Uncertainty”, is a testa-
ment to their importance in how we perceive entrepreneurship and the 
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role of the entrepreneur (McMullen and Shepherd 2006). Following in 
the footsteps of Say (1803) and Menger (1871), Marshall’s (1920) dis-
tinction between the entrepreneur and the manager was particularly 
 useful and arguably aided Schumpeter (1934) in developing the concept 
of the innovating entrepreneurs.

Innovativeness is perhaps the most enduring quality by which we 
recognize entrepreneurs today. Although the inception of this concept 
can be traced back to Bentham (1748–1832) and Thunen (1850), 
Schumpeter’s (1934) treatment of the entrepreneur, defined by innova-
tion and their role in society, added another dimension to the theory of 
entrepreneurship. Research within the UAE has also highlighted the 
diverse range of entrepreneur characteristics and the difficulty in defin-
ing the entrepreneur within the UAE context (Bahrami 2014; Itani 
et al. 2011). However, it would be interesting to explore whether com-
mon characteristics exist within the narrower context of Emirati 
entrepreneurs.

Developments in the theory of entrepreneurship have led to a better 
understanding of key concepts, for example, distinctions between risk 
and uncertainty or separation between the functions of an entrepreneur 
and manager. It has also led to the rejection of certain constructs. For 
example, the notion that only capitalists can be entrepreneurs or that 
entrepreneurs must also be owners has almost disappeared from the the-
ory of entrepreneurship (Schumpeter 1934; Smith 2007; Ricardo 
(1772–1823); Von Wieser 1927). The same can be said for an entrepre-
neur simply being an arbitrageur (Cantillon 2010; Kirzner 1976; Walras 
1874), a contractor (Bentham 1748–1832), or pursuing solely economic 
benefit (Carsrud and Brännback 2011; Marshall 1920; Say 1803). 
Arguably, these constructs have been amalgamated into our conceptual 
understanding of the entrepreneur. For, although entrepreneurs may not 
be solely defined by any one of these notions, they may adopt one or 
more of these functions. In this respect, the individual entrepreneur is at 
the center of entrepreneurship.

The evolution of entrepreneurship itself is also tied to historical mile-
stones. Certain elements within the process of entrepreneurship have 
widespread historical acceptance. For example, apart from the entrepre-
neur, there is a clear historical tradition that recognizes the role of knowl-
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edge relative to time. Similarly, opportunities and resources are crucial to 
the process of entrepreneurship (Cantillon 2010; Cole 1949; Hayek 
1945; Kirzner 1976; Leibenstein 1968; Menger 1871; Mises 1949; Say 
1803; Schumpeter 1934; Shackle 1966). Incentives and education are 
recognized as key components within the process of entrepreneurship 
(Hayek 1945; Machlup 1980; Marshall 1920; Menger 1871; Say 1803; 
Schultz 1975). Risk and uncertainty are also omnipresent, as they not 
only help create opportunities but also separate entrepreneurs from rent 
seekers or managers (Bamoul 2010; Cantillon 2010; Knight 2006; 
Leibenstein 1968).

Early calls for market regulation or an institutional framework to facil-
itate entrepreneurship can be traced back to Cantillon (2010) and Say 
(1803). However, these were later given further clarity by Cole (1949), 
whose notion of environmental factors encompassed everything within 
entrepreneurship that was external to the entrepreneur. Despite Austrian 
calls for purely free market principles to advance entrepreneurship (Hayek 
1945; Mises 1949), the case for non-intervention is obsolete. Most 
recently, the need for effective intervention and institutional frameworks 
to support entrepreneurship has gained further recognition (Baumol 
2010; Boettke and Coyne 2003; Nee and Young 1991; North 1990). 
However, it is also clear that intervention must go beyond the traditional 
paradigm of capital, for example, subsidies or tax breaks or indeed a 
purely government led intervention (Holtz-Eakin 2000; Li 2002). 
Arguably, these tend to be rigid, at times irrelevant, and thus useless to 
entrepreneurs.

Purely capital based interventions do not discriminate against ineffi-
cient firms. They create the free rider scenario and distort economic and 
competitive conditions within the entrepreneurial ecosystem (Bhat and 
Khan 2014; Buera et al. 2012). Instead, empirical research suggests the 
need for responsive policies that are suitable for the diverse needs of entre-
preneurs and indeed entrepreneurship (Groenewegen and Steen 2007; 
Holtz-Eakin 2000). In addition to capital, interventions need to focus on 
key factors such as knowledge and information, emotional support and 
developing a culture of entrepreneurship (Grossman 2008; Krueger and 
Brazeal 1994; Naude 2013). In this regard, intervention cannot solely be 
the responsibility of government or respective agencies. Instead, existing 
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social institutions, such as education, media, and private support net-
works, need to play an active role in supporting  entrepreneurship (Casson 
2003; Groenewegen and Steen 2007; Henrekson and Sanandaji 2010).

Within the UAE context, effective intervention to foster an entrepre-
neurial culture, and providing access to relevant information and emo-
tional support have been highlighted by a number of studies (Erogul and 
McCrohan 2008; Itani et al. 2011; Matthew 2010; Sadi and Al-Ghazali 
2012). Indeed, a number of government led programs are working 
toward achieving these very objectives (Kerros 2012; Saeed et al. 2013; 
Sikdar and Vel 2011). However, the effectiveness of these programs has 
also been questioned (Erogul and McCrohan 2008; Itani et  al. 2011; 
Sowmya et al. 2010). Therefore, it would be interesting to explore the 
perceived value that entrepreneurs associate with government programs 
and indeed other informal institutions of family and culture.

Throughout the literature review, motivation emerges as a crucial com-
ponent within the entrepreneurial process and the main link between 
entrepreneurial intentions and action (Ajzen 1991; Carsrud and 
Brannback 2011). This is because motivation seems to be behind every 
step an entrepreneur takes. It is a dynamic, multidimensional facet affect-
ing different stages of the entrepreneurial process, with individual context 
being the only constant (Baum et al. 2001; Eccles and Wigfield 2002; 
Johnson 1990; Murray 1938; Nuttin 1984). The need for achievement 
and independence appear to influence entrepreneurial behavior most sig-
nificantly (Collins et al. 2004). As with entrepreneurship (Fayolle et al. 
2014; Hebert and Link 2009; Krueger and Carsrud 1994), it may also be 
useful to consider motivation within a contextual framework, building 
upon separate notions of instrumental and final motivation (Nuttin 
1984).

Similar to locus of control, need for achievement may represent a gen-
eral disposition, which may explain inconsistent empirical data on the 
relationship between achievement motivation, and entrepreneurial behav-
ior (Chell 2008; Collins et  al. 2000; Collins et  al. 2004; Diaz and 
Rodriguez 2003). Instead, when studying entrepreneurial behavior, it may 
be useful to consider situation-specific motivation (Ahmed 1985; Baum 
et al. 2001). Similar to PBC (Ajzen 1991), situation-specific motivation 
considers individual motivation according to context: this is particularly 
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useful in the study of entrepreneurial behavior because it is inherently 
bound in context (Baum et  al. 2001). In this regard, rather than just 
exploring the final and instrumental motivation, which are multidimen-
sional (Johnson 1990; Nuttin 1984), it would be beneficial to explore 
how the nature of entrepreneurial motivation changes from one situation 
to another (Baum et al. 2001).

Entrepreneurial intentions are the best signals for entrepreneurial 
action (Fayolle et al. 2014; Krueger et al. 2000). The TPB (Ajzen 1991) 
and the SEE (Shapero and Sokol 1982) emerge as two of the most salient 
models to explore entrepreneurial intentions. However, integrated mod-
els, especially those that incorporate environmental factors, such as 
Bandura’s (1977a) Social Cognition Theory, seem to provide a better 
understanding of entrepreneurial intentions. Within these models, the 
attractiveness of certain propositions and perceived ability to succeed in 
the pursuit of those propositions were highlighted as the main factors 
influencing entrepreneurial intentions. An individual’s perceived capabil-
ity of succeeding in a task has the strongest bearing on whether that task 
will be undertaken. The fact that an individual’s perception of his/her 
capabilities can be changed represents a significant opportunity to 
advance entrepreneurship.

Although data are limited, empirical research in Europe and in the 
Middle East reveals that environmental factors do not seem to have a 
direct influence on entrepreneurial intentions. However, recent studies in 
Europe and the Middle East have developed sophisticated models to 
compensate for deficiencies of TPB and SEE in recognizing environmen-
tal factors. Interestingly, these models revealed stronger and more direct 
relationships between environmental factors and entrepreneurial inten-
tions. Nevertheless, environmental factors do not appear often enough in 
research focusing on entrepreneurial intentions.

 Operational Definitions

The entrepreneur and the entrepreneurial process are at the core of this 
book. However, the theory of entrepreneurship has not been consoli-
dated and lacks a universal definition of entrepreneurship or indeed the 
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entrepreneur (Shane and Venkataraman 2000; Swedberg 2000). In fact, 
defining the entrepreneurs has been highlighted as one of the most diffi-
cult aspects within the study of entrepreneurship (Casson 2003). 
Similarly, a universal definition of the entrepreneur, based on characteris-
tics is also lacking (Carsrud and Brännback 2011; Casson 2003, 2005; 
Shaver and Scott 1991). This section defines entrepreneurship and the 
entrepreneur, among other terms relevant to this book. For example, 
despite multiple definitions, the entrepreneur, as we see her, is defined 
through specific behaviors and characteristics.

An entrepreneur undertakes risk and uncertainty, is an innovator, a 
decision maker and a leader (Baumol 2010; Cantillon 2010; Casson and 
Casson 2013; Marhsall 1920; Menger 1871; Schumpeter 1934; Shackle 
1966), an organizer, allocator, and an employer (user) of other economic 
factors (Baumol 1968; Casson 2005; Kirzner 1971, 1976; Mises 1949; 
Say 1803; Schumpeter 1934; Walras 1874 translated by Jaffe (1954); Von 
Wieser, (1851-1926)). In this vein,

an entrepreneur is someone who faces uncertainty and accepts risk in the 
pursuit of profit, but, through innovation, effective leadership and decision 
making is able to organize economic resources and efficiently allocate them 
to produce the best possible market outcomes.

Thus, it also follows that entrepreneurs are a product of their environ-
ment. The search for a single definition of the entrepreneur, most relevant 
to this book, revealed the following:

everyone is an entrepreneur only when he actually carries out new combi-
nations, and loses that character as soon as he has built up his business, 
when he settles down and is running it as other people run their business. 
(Schumpeter 1934, p.78)

The concept of entrepreneurship is also fragmented. Despite multiple 
variations, the entrepreneur and entrepreneurship are inseparable and the 
entrepreneur is widely accepted as the core driver of entrepreneurship 
(Baumol 2010; Carsrud and Brännback 2011; Casson 2003, 2005). 
Nevertheless the concept of entrepreneurship is at times confused with 
that of entrepreneur by authors who fail to distinguish between two 
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 distinct functions (Shane et  al. 2003). For example, in a recent book 
titled Organizing Entrepreneurial Judgment, Foss and Klein (2012) define 
entrepreneurship by seven functions, namely small-business manage-
ment, imagination and creativity, innovation, alertness to opportunities, 
ability to adjust, leadership, and judgment. However, arguably, all seven 
concepts highlighted are more applicable to the entrepreneur rather than 
entrepreneurship.

Others describe entrepreneurship as entrepreneurial opportunities 
(Alvarez and Busenitz 2001) or entrepreneurial behavior (Miller 1983). 
Arguably, these descriptions are not entirely helpful to the central con-
cept of entrepreneurship (Eckhardt and Shane 2003) relative to this 
book. The concept of entrepreneurship most relevant to this book 
describes it as a function or a process that facilitates the entrepreneur or 
entrepreneurial activity (Shane and Venkataraman 2000). The following 
definition best describes entrepreneurship in relation to this study.

Entrepreneurship can be defined as “a process by which individuals – 
either on their own or within organizations  – pursue opportunities” 
(Stevenson and Jarillo 1990, p. 23)

Other key concepts in the study were less difficult to define and are as 
follows.

Entrepreneurial action can be defined as a “contextually embedded 
process while retaining the entrepreneur as a reflexive and strategically 
thinking subject” (Berglund 2005, p. 2). Entrepreneurial action can be 
driven by personality traits (Delmar and Davidson 2000), entrepreneur-
ial intentions (Krueger et  al. 2000), contextual pressures (Reynolds 
1991), and the direct and indirect effects of the external factors (Berglund 
2005, p. 3).

Environmental factors can be defined as “status of the economy, the 
availability of venture capital, the actions of competitors, and govern-
ment regulations” (Shane et al. 2003, p. 258). These also include social 
and cultural influence (Bandura 1986) and formal and informal support 
networks (Liñan and Fernandez-Serrano 2014)

Intentions can be defined as those which “capture the motivational 
factors that influence a behavior; they are indications of how hard people 
are willing to try, or how much of an effort they are planning to exert, in 
order to perform the behavior” (Ajzen 1991, p. 181)
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Self-efficacy can be defined as “people’s beliefs about their capabilities 
to produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over 
events and affect their lives. Self-efficacy beliefs determine how people 
feel, think, motivate themselves, and behave” (Bandura 1994 para 1–2).

Motivation can be defined as the purpose or psychological cause of an 
action (Schacter et al. 2011), “what activates a person, what makes indi-
viduals choose one behavior over another” (Carsrud and Brännback 
2011, p. 11). Motivations influence “who pursues entrepreneurial oppor-
tunities, who assembles resources, and how people undertake the entre-
preneurial process” (Shane et al. 2003, p. 258).
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4
Methodology

This short chapter outlines the research methodology and design adopted 
for this study. The types of methodology, whether qualitative, quantita-
tive, or mixed, should be determined by the nature of the phenomenon 
being studied (Creswell 2009). In trying to unravel context-bound expe-
riences of young Emirati nationals, the following chapter justifies a quali-
tative approach using open-ended in-depth interviews. After an outline 
of the research aim, objectives, and questions, the population and sam-
pling strategies are discussed. The last two sections of the chapter high-
light data collection procedures and the software used to conduct 
analysis.

 Purpose of Research

A number of studies in the UAE identified entrepreneurial intentions 
among young Emiratis (Bahrami 2014; Haan 2004; Hossan et al. 2013; 
Itani et al. 2011; Sikdar and Vel 2011; Sowmya et al. 2010; Zeffane 2014). 
However, high levels of entrepreneurial intentions do not translate into 
entrepreneurial action (Itani et al. 2011; Haan 2004; Sowmya et al. 2010). 
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This study proposed to explore the gap between entrepreneurial inten-
tions and action by highlighting key factors within the entrepreneurial 
process and how they ultimately influence young Emiratis.

The study aimed to understand which factors motivate and support young 
Emirati entrepreneurs to start their businesses and which factors act as deter-
rents. This drew out key constructs of motivation, intentions, and environ-
mental factors, such as culture, education, and government support that 
explain the entrepreneurial gap within the UAE. A qualitative approach was 
suitable for an exploratory study of this nature because it aims to develop an 
in-depth understanding of entrepreneurship through the lived experiences of 
first time entrepreneurs (Flick 2014; Creswell 2009; Sun 2009).

Despite extensive government efforts, the number of start-ups fully 
owned by Emirati nationals is still relatively low (Haan 2004; Kerros 
2012). A study by the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) (2011) 
highlighted that entrepreneurial activity within the UAE as a whole expe-
rienced a downward trend after its peak in 2008. Only 4% of new entre-
preneurs were Emirati and almost no new business ventures (2.3%) 
operated in the medium to high technology sectors (Bosma and Levie 
2010; El-Sokari et  al. 2013). Furthermore, at 20.8% (Makahleh et  al. 
2012), unemployment rates among Emirati nationals are extraordinarily 
high for a country that achieved 3.6% growth in 2012.

Small Business Enterprises and entrepreneurs who start these busi-
nesses are the engines of a healthy economy (Minniti 2008). For example, 
in Dubai they represent 95% of all businesses and employ 42% of the 
work force (Dubai SME 2011). A steady stream of new entrepreneurs, 
especially based in the technology sector, is vital for the UAE economy 
(Government of Abu Dhabi 2008). In a bid to create a diverse economy 
that is not overly dependent on proceeds from natural resources, the 
UAE government decreed entrepreneurship as one of its strategic goals 
(Government of Abu Dhabi 2008). As a result, a number of organiza-
tions have sprung up, ready to support budding entrepreneurs, for exam-
ple, the Khalifa Fund and Mohammad Bin Rashid Establishment (Hossan 
et al. 2013; Itani et al. 2011; Kargwell and Inguva 2012).

The relatively low level of entrepreneurial activity among UAE nation-
als represents a significant problem. A qualitative, phenomenological 
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approach, using open-ended in-depth interviews was planned to gain a 
better understanding of why entrepreneurial activity is so low among 
UAE Nationals. Findings from this study should aid educational institu-
tions in developing entrepreneurial education. The findings will also help 
government institutions like the Khalifa Fund to assess whether their 
efforts to help foster a diverse knowledge-based economy are on course 
(Government of Abu Dhabi 2008).

 Research Questions

In developing research questions, Creswell (2009) suggested starting 
from a central question that is broad so it does not limit the scope of 
enquiry; however, this should be followed by sub-questions in order to 
maintain a focus. Sub-questions should be open-ended and may even be 
used in data collection. Research question should focus on the relation-
ship between a central phenomenon and how participants view the phe-
nomenon (Creswell 2009). For example, in a study of diplomatic leaders, 
Murtezaj (2011) explored the relationship between Emotional Intelligence 
and how diplomatic leaders viewed its utility in negotiation and handling 
conflict. In a study of female UAE entrepreneurs, Erogul and McCrohan 
(2008) explored the motivation and support network of female Emirati 
entrepreneurs. Similarly, the overarching aim of this research was to 
explore and understand reasons behind low levels of entrepreneurial 
activity among Emirati nationals.

With these factors in mind, the research focused on the central and 
sub-questions highlighted below:

Q1. Why is there a gap between entrepreneurial intentions and new busi-
ness start-up rates among Emirati nationals in the UAE?

 – Which factors influence Emiratis to become entrepreneurs or seek 
employment?

 – What are the key challenges and barriers faced by aspiring Emirati 
entrepreneurs?

 – How do internal factors (self-efficacy, motivations, intentions) and 
external factors (environmental factors such as education, family, 
government) affect the decision- making process?

 Methodology 
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 Research Design

Reality is grounded in recognizing the individuality of experience and its 
inductive nature (ontological position). If this is considered as the foun-
dation of how reality is constructed (epistemological position), then one 
would employ a discursive approach, subscribe to constructivism and 
apply a qualitative methodology (Creswell 2009; Flick 2014; Slevitch 
2011; Sun 2009). Qualitative research is rooted in constructivist 
 philosophy and tends to focus on individual experience and our interpre-
tation of that experience to explain a certain reality (Creswell 2009; Sun 
2009).

The type of methodology, whether qualitative, quantitative or mixed, 
should be determined by the nature of the phenomenon being studied 
(Creswell 2009; Onwuegbuzie et al. 2009). There are certain situations 
where a qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methodology is best suited to 
meet the research needs (Campbell and Fisk 1959). For example, if the 
topic of study is relatively new or previously unexplored, then a qualita-
tive approach is useful in gaining an initial understanding. However, if 
the area of interest is well established with theoretical foundations or 
hypotheses, then quantitative research is better suited, as it enables the 
researcher to test and accept or reject the null hypothesis.

The scientific, deductive nature of quantitative research enables it to 
claim validity and reliability (Creswell and Miller 2000; Flick 2014). This 
is particularly useful when the researchers want to make generalizations 
and apply findings from the sample to the wider population. On the 
other hand, if the aim of the researcher is to get an in-depth understand-
ing of an issue, or the research needs demand credibility and utility, then 
a qualitative approach would be suitable. This is certainly true if the 
research is trying to understand human experience and how that experi-
ence is interpreted by participants and the researcher.

There are aspects of human life and social phenomena that cannot be 
studied under laboratory or controlled conditions: “human beings have 
agency and intentionality” (Loftus and Higgs 2010. p.386) and this is 
where qualitative research can best serve researchers. The study titled 
“Understanding the Role of Emotional Intelligence in Negotiating 
Agreements and Diplomatic Conflict” (Murtezaj 2011) demonstrated 
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how the credibility and utility offered by qualitative research is quintes-
sential in certain circumstances. Murtezaj (2011) highlighted the lack of 
research in this area, especially on the role of diplomats and how they 
handle conflict.

This lack of research and the newness of the topic highlighted a need 
for a qualitative approach (Creswell 2009). Furthermore, if we consider 
the research questions that needed to be explored, for example, “What is 
the leader diplomat’s strategy in handling conflicts?”, then this also called 
for a qualitative approach (Murtezaj 2011. p.23). The researcher did not 
have the benefit of an existing database of possible strategies that diplo-
matic leaders used in handling conflict. Data on whether diplomatic 
leaders recognized the role of emotional intelligence in handling conflict 
also did not exist (Murtezaj 2011. p.19). Therefore, it can be argued that 
a qualitative approach was the only credible strategy, which could have 
been used for this particular study.

Using a phenomenological approach and in-depth interviews enabled 
the researcher to explore and interpret highly personal experiences of dip-
lomatic leaders (Murtezaj 2011; Sun 2009). It can be argued that the 
richness and depth of meanings identified by this approach would not 
have been possible through a quantitative approach. Human experience 
is “context bound” (Smith and Heshusius 1986, as cited in Slevitch 2011. 
p.77) and qualitative research enables the researcher to unravel this con-
text and uncover deep meanings to understand and interpret human 
experience at an intimate level that quantitative research cannot reach.

This exploratory study aimed to develop an in-depth understanding of 
entrepreneurship through the lived experiences of first time entrepre-
neurs and graduates with entrepreneurial intentions (Sun 2009). First 
time entrepreneurs had gone through the experience of starting a busi-
ness for the first time in the UAE. Unraveling these context-bound expe-
riences uncovered deep meanings that are hugely beneficial to potential 
entrepreneurs and ensured the study had credibility and utility (Slevitch 
2011).

In trying to understand the experiences and challenges faced by gradu-
ates aspiring to become entrepreneurs, qualitative research provided a 
number of advantages and challenges. In order to provide a narrower 
focus, the study homes in on Emirati graduates who had graduated 
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within the last five years and had opened a small to medium sized busi-
ness for the first time, or had chosen the employment route, within the 
UAE. In order to gain data from multiple sources and to triangulate, the 
study also collected the perspective of incubation center managers 
(Denzin 2006; Filstead 1979).

The literature review revealed many factors within the entrepreneurial 
process to be multidimensional and bound in individual context (Baum 
et al. 2001; Eccles and Wigfield 2002; Johnson 1990). Thus, adopting a 
qualitative phenomenological approach was particularly useful. It enabled 
the researcher to identify the essence of entrepreneurs’ experience. The 
researcher was able to explore human experience on an individual basis 
and explore multiple realities without the confines of predetermined 
frames of outcomes or response as required by quantitative research 
(Loftus and Higgs 2010).

Interviews were the most appropriate method for data collection. 
Given the busy schedules of entrepreneurs, a qualitative approach pro-
vided the flexibility to interact with participants in their preferred loca-
tion and on their own terms (Kirk and Miller 1986). For example, data 
collection and timetables were built around the participants’ schedules, 
and they chose to focus on the experiences and challenges that they felt 
were most relevant. Interviews and other qualitative methods tend to take 
much longer than a quick survey. Despite the fact that interviews were 
planned around participants’ schedules, finding participants who were 
willing to sacrifice an hour or so of their time was probably the biggest 
practical challenge to the study. This issue has also been highlighted by 
other researchers (Flick 2014; Onwuegbuzie et al. 2009). Nevertheless, a 
qualitative approach provided an in-depth understanding of seemingly 
low levels of entrepreneurial activity among young Emirati nationals.

 Population, Sampling Strategy

Creswell (2009) suggested that a sample size of 3–10 participants was 
sufficient in qualitative inquiries; however, to enhance “credibility and 
trustworthiness” a sample size between 10 and 20 may be needed (Saldana 
2011, p. 34). This study employed purposeful and criterion based sam-
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pling techniques to ensure that a wide spectrum of relevant perspectives 
was included to enhance credibility and utility (Filstead 1979). A sample 
of ten participants was proposed for this study.

As mentioned earlier, in trying to understand the experiences and chal-
lenges faced by graduates aspiring to become entrepreneurs, qualitative 
research provided a number of advantages and challenges. In order to 
provide a narrower focus, the study homes in on Emirati graduates who 
had graduated within the last five years and had opened a small- to 
medium-sized business for the first time, or had chosen the employment 
route, within the UAE. In order to gain data from multiple sources and 
to triangulate, the study also collected the perspectives of incubation cen-
ter managers.

Purposeful sampling was used to identify participants who had direct 
experiences relevant to the study (Creswell 2009). For example: (a) four 
individuals who had started a business within three to five years of gradu-
ation, (b) four individuals who had not started a business within three to 
five years of graduation, but had instead opted for employment. These 
individuals were able to provide a unique perspective of experiences that 
had led them to make very different choices. Furthermore, including the 
perspectives of (c) two incubation managers was also beneficial to the 
study, as these individuals had worked with a large number of people who 
had successfully started a business and those whose business ventures had 
failed (Table 4.1).

The main sample of four entrepreneurs and four employed Emirati 
nationals had an equal number of male and female participants. 
Furthermore, the sample of two incubator managers was also made up of 
one male and one female participant. It was important to have a mixed 
gender sample because most of the research in the region tended to be 
gender specific. Criterion sampling helped qualify participants and 
ensured the most suitable participants were invited to participate, which 
also added to the credibility of the research (Creswell 2009; Flick 2014). 
Each segment of the sample had experienced the phenomenon but from 
uniquely different perspectives. Therefore, criterion based sampling was 
justified; however, the qualifying criteria were specific to each segment.

For example, the qualifying criteria for (a) entrepreneurs included: (i) 
UAE nationals, (ii) education level of Bachelor’s or above, (iii) started a 
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business within three to five years of graduation. Qualifying criteria for 
(b) non-entrepreneurs included: (i) UAE Nationals, (ii) education level 
of Bachelor’s or above, having graduated within the last three to five years, 
(iii) had entrepreneurial intentions as undergraduates or even after gradu-
ating, (iv) now employed. Both sample segments “a” and “b” must have 
had entrepreneurial intentions as undergraduates. Qualifying criteria for 
(c) incubator managers included: (i) works in an incubation center or 
similar agency with a mandate to support and promote entrepreneurship, 
(ii) at least three years’ experience in a front line role within the UAE. This 
approach ensured that a credible sample whose experiences were highly 
relevant was employed and these individuals were most suitable to answer 
the research questions(Creswell 2009; Flick 2014).

Table 4.1 Sample distribution and criteria

Sample 
segments Entrepreneurs (a) Employed (b)

Incubator 
managers (c)

Sample size 
(10)

Distribution

4 4 2

Sample labels Ent01 to Ent04 Emp01 to Emp04 Inc01 to Inc02
Gender 

balance
50/50 50/50 50/50

Minimum 
relevant 
experience

Non-applicable Non-applicable 3–5 years

Nationality UAE nationals UAE nationals Non-applicable
Education 

level
Minimum bachelors 

graduation
Minimum bachelors 

graduation
Non-applicable

Graduated 
within

3–5 years 3–5 years Non-applicable

Key criterion 
(a)

Must own and 
manage a running 
business in the UAE

Must be employed 
in the UAE

Must be 
employed in a 
business 
incubator in the 
UAE

Key criterion 
(b)

Had intentions of 
starting a business 
before/after 
graduation

Had intentions of 
starting a business 
before/after 
graduation

Non-applicable
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 Sources of Data

A significant proportion of the proposed sample was made up of gradu-
ates from one of the largest Higher Education institutions in the UAE. The 
institution has a student body of approximately 20,000 students, all of 
whom are UAE Nationals. It has large campuses in five out of the seven 
Emirates within the UAE and its graduates are well sought after by 
employers, often ending up in jobs of high responsibility.

The study had planned to identify segments “a” and “b” of the sample 
through the Higher Colleges of Technology alumni database contact list. 
Similarly segment “c” was identified through the College’s contacts list. 
Individuals (segment c) and organizations who have been trying to sup-
port new entrepreneurs provided a unique perspective that was used to 
confirm, or investigate further, the perspectives of segments “a” and “b”. 
The researcher was already in contact with a number of these organiza-
tions who were eager to participate in research that attempted to develop 
a better understanding of entrepreneurial activity within the UAE.

In order to gain access to different sample segments, relevant permis-
sions were required from separate bodies, including the research commit-
tee at the author’s institution, and of course the participants. Using 
multiple data sources enabled the researcher to triangulate findings, 
which further enhanced credibility and utility (Creswell 2009; Sun 
2009). The researcher is currently employed at a Higher Education 
Institution focused on entrepreneurship, which also provided easier 
access to the participants. However, it should be clarified that all efforts 
were made to ensure participants and the researcher did not have prior 
acquaintance. Saldana (2011) warns against the researcher finding par-
ticipants among existing friends as it increases the chances of bias 
(Fig. 4.1).

Among the four types of triangulation highlighted by Denzin (2006), 
this study used the triangulation of data. Interview responses from three 
different sources (Sample a, b, c) with different perspectives were cross-
checked and contrasted with each other to validate data and draw conclu-
sions. The aim of data triangulation was not solely to validate findings 
(Denzin 2006). Additionally, data triangulation enabled the researcher to 
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gain a deeper understanding of critical issues affecting Emirati graduates 
(Flick et al. 2004). In this way, the researcher was able to bring together 
findings and justify conclusions (Denzin and Lincoln 1994; Hastings 
2010). This process also enhanced the credibility and utility of the study 
(Creswell 2003).

 Data Collection

A qualitative, phenomenological approach, using open-ended in-depth 
interviews, was used to gain a deeper understanding of why entrepre-
neurial activity is so low among Emirati graduates and which factors 
influence them in making the decision to become entrepreneurs or find 
paid employment. The interviews were semi-structured; for example, 
interviews with different sample segments followed a similar line of ques-
tioning. However, the open-ended nature of questioning ensured partici-
pants were able to choose the direction of experiences they wanted to 
explore.

Open-ended in-depth interviews allowed the researcher flexibility to 
control the line of enquiry and focus questioning to draw out important 
aspects of the informants’ experiences. In doing so, the researcher was 

Entrepreneurial
Activity in UAE

B
Graduate 
Employees

C
Support
Workers

A
Graduate 

Entrepreneurs

Fig. 4.1 Triangulating findings
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able to draw out answers to what, how, and why research participants 
held certain beliefs (Creswell 2009). The researcher’s ability to sense the 
meanings behind responses and redirect the line of questioning was cru-
cial to this process. However, clarifying responses and making meanings 
can potentially lead to bias. As the researcher clarified responses, the lan-
guage and words that were used could have potentially deviated from the 
intended meaning. This highlights a limitation of qualitative research 
(Kvale and Brinkmann 2009).

Furthermore, there was a danger the researcher might lead informants 
in a different direction (Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). The semi- structured 
nature of the interviews and use of a similar line of questioning minimized 
this risk. The researcher also avoided rephrasing words and instead focused 
on the what, how, and why. Using consistent types of questions, for exam-
ple, introductory, follow-up, probing, specific and direct questions, also 
helped develop a level of consistency, minimized the threat of bias, and 
improved credibility (Creswell 2003; Kvale and Brinkmann 2009).

Participants who volunteer to participate sacrifice their time, which 
should be considered by the researcher (Creswell 2009). Therefore, inter-
views were conducted within 45 minutes and a digital audio recording 
device was used to record them. The interviews were held at the partici-
pant’s own place of work; however, a suitable area for the interviews, such 
as a “quiet room”, was negotiated prior to the interview (Kirk and Miller 
1986; Saldana 2011, p. 38). The researcher chose not to adopt the reper-
tory grid suggested by Hair et al. (2009); however, some important con-
structs were identified prior to the interviews. For example, it was made 
clear to participants that entrepreneurial intentions and other factors 
such as employment status were to be discussed. The researcher also used 
pen and paper to record key junctures in the interview and personal 
memos to improve accuracy, identify relevant words for coding, and to 
inform interpretation and analysis.

The interviews were conducted in English; however, the UAE repre-
sents a unique proposition for researchers. The national language is only 
the third most spoken language in the country, Hindi and English being 
most widely spoken. The study mainly aimed to focus on UAE National 
graduates who had studied an English curriculum, and so language did 
not represent a large risk. However, language does not exist in isolation; 
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it is intertwined with culture, thus, additional challenges had been over-
come (Risager 2006).

For example, the challenge of conducting this research was not just 
limited to superficial linguistic barriers, for example, explaining the 
meaning of words and so on. Potentially, participants can find it difficult 
to understand the meaning of references which can only be deciphered by 
understanding the culture (Hair et al. 2009; Risager 2006). These issues 
further deepen with the use of industry specific vocabulary. In planning 
for data collection, at least three layers of national, organizational, and 
group culture were negotiated (Karahanna et al. 1998, cited in Raitoharju 
et al. 2009). In such cases, meanings can get lost in translation, which 
represent a threat to credibility and utility.

The researcher ensured the language used in interviews was simple and 
as far as possible, minimized cultural references in order to minimize 
misunderstandings. The researcher also paid particular attention to con-
versational technology and credulous listening (Hair et  al. 2009). For 
example, this involved receptive listening and using participants’ own 
words and language to confirm or clarify the meaning of their statements 
(Hair et al. 2009; Moustakas 1994; Murtezaj 2011). This ensured that 
participants were relaxed and more likely to share the deeper meanings 
behind their experiences.

Once the sample of ten participants had been identified, they were 
given an opportunity to ensure they gained relevant permissions from 
their employers, if necessary, and confirm interview dates. A time frame 
of three weeks was needed to gain relevant approvals. Therefore, relevant 
approvals were sought six weeks prior to conducting research. Once the 
research participants confirmed their participation, emails, followed up 
by telephone calls, were sent to potential participants. The emails included 
important information, for example, the nature and aims of the research, 
the fact that participants’ privacy would not be compromised and a con-
sent form (see appendix A for standard email and B for consent form). All 
respondents were identified by pseudonyms and so their identity and 
privacy were not compromised.

The actual data collection through interviews spanned over four weeks. 
Once participants had agreed to participate, they were sent emails with 
schedules and locations. A courtesy email was sent a week in advance as a 
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reminder, followed up by a phone call the day before the interview. The 
researcher had planned to interview segment “a” in the first week, fol-
lowed by segment “b” in the second week, and segment “c” in the third 
week. The fourth week had been allocated to cover any missed 
appointments.

The sample of male entrepreneurs was particularly difficult to obtain. 
The planned process of sample identification did not produce a relevant 
sample of male entrepreneurs who had graduated within the last four to 
five years. This particular sample segment was sought through female 
participants, instead of the University contacts list or incubator manag-
ers. In contrast, the high number of potential female participants was 
identified relatively quickly. The researcher also had to find two addi-
tional participants because interviews with two participants in segment 
“a” and “b” were not deemed suitable.

Through the interview process it was found that one of the partici-
pants from segment “b” did not meet the criteria, mainly because they 
had never had entrepreneurial intentions. This was despite the fact that 
they had indicated entrepreneurial intentions during the initial contact 
process. An interview from one of the participants from segment “a” was 
deemed unsuitable because the interview process showed that the partici-
pant had not started a formal business entity, in that he did not have a 
business license. In both instances, replacements were successfully identi-
fied and interviewed; thus, the overall impact on the study was 
minimal.

The five open-ended questions below utilized the elicitation approach 
as suggested by Hair et al. (2009) and Saldana (2011) and were used to 
open the interview with sample segment “a”, the entrepreneurs:

 1. When did you have intentions of starting a business? Were there any 
personal risks you had to overcome?

 2. How did you come up with your business idea? And how did you 
make it happen?

 3. What role did friends and family or organizations play in supporting 
you to start the business?

 4. How would you describe the conditions for entrepreneurship within 
the UAE? How easy was it to finance your business?
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 5. After having established the business, how has the nature of challenges 
changed and what advice would you give aspiring entrepreneurs?

 Data Analysis

The choice of data analysis is dependent upon the research question, 
methodology, type of data and the analytical models available to articu-
late findings (Onwuegbuzie et al. 2009; Saldana 2011). Unlike quantita-
tive research, where the data analysis begins in earnest once the researcher 
has collected relevant data, in qualitative research the heavy task of data 
analysis begins alongside data collection (Brause 2012; Sun 2009). This 
facet of interpreting findings, patterns, and themes to construct meaning 
as data emerges, makes data analysis one of the most difficult aspects of 
qualitative research (Saldana 2011).

Interview data tends to be extensive and contains unique perspectives 
of human experience, which make the analysis time consuming (Smith 
and Firth 2011). Furthermore, in a study such as this, where data was 
coming from multiple sources, it became harder to manage data and 
effectively identify themes (Filstead 1979). Some scholars argue that 
using CAQDAS in analyzing qualitative data can improve rigor (Richards 
and Richards 1991 cited in Welsh 2002).

This study used a CAQDAS called NVivo10 which is the latest soft-
ware designed to analyze non-numeric qualitative data. It must be 
emphasized that NVivo10 does not take over the researcher’s role as the 
interpreter, analyzer and evaluator. The researcher still has to use criti-
cal thinking to interpret and tease out the meanings behind data 
(Saldana 2011; Smith and Firth 2011). Instead, NVivo10 is essentially 
a data management tool that enables the researcher to carry out the 
analytical process more efficiently and with more transparency (Welsh 
2002). The researcher in this case adopted a dual approach by first 
using NVivo10 to organize data, highlight patterns, and create codes, 
and then manually analyzed the data to confirm themes and draw con-
clusions (Welsh 2002).

NVivo10 enabled the researcher to keep all of the data in one place to 
add codes, known as “nodes” in NVivo10, and navigate across the data to 
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identify themes and patterns more efficiently and effectively (Kikooma 
2010; QRS 2013; Welsh 2002). The researcher also added memos and 
their interpretations as the themes emerged. Different functions in the 
application were then used to identify interconnectivities between 
themes. In the traditional sense, nodes can potentially double up as a 
research journal enabling the research to keep track of different levels of 
understanding and how it changed as new knowledge was constructed 
(QRS 2013). For example, NVivo10 was able to separate memos as inde-
pendent nodes or include them as part of the main body of data.

The researcher avoided using a transcription service built into the 
NVivo10 software and interviews were transcribed manually within two 
days to ensure a deeper understanding of the data and to start the inter-
pretive and analytical process (Mclellan et al. 2003). Entries on NVivo 
served as a research journal and provided an audit trail. Furthermore, the 
participants were offered an opportunity to see the transcribed interviews 
to ensure that they represented a true picture of the discussions. Only two 
of them chose to do so, but this nevertheless served as a check on the 
accuracy of the transcriptions. This process of member checking also 
ensured accuracy and improved credibility (Harper and Cole 2012).

In practice, the researcher found NVivo10’s coding strips function 
most useful in analyzing transcribed interviews, as this function high-
lighted themes and where these themes overlapped. Recalling the data 
according to nodes was also a useful function in comparing themes in 
different interviews. This function also helped organize data more effi-
ciently and justify findings according to direct quotes from the partici-
pants. This process was integral in triangulating data as it assisted the 
researcher in comparing responses of different samples according to rele-
vant themes and validating them by contrasting with responses from 
incubator managers (Denzin 2006). Furthermore, the researcher was able 
to gain a deeper understanding of the emerging data, which also helped 
justify conclusions (Denzin and Lincoln 1994).

The ability to change codes and categories at any stage of the research 
process was also an advantage. Most importantly, the analytical process was 
brought to the forefront and it became more accessible, making it more 
transparent (Cambra and Wilson 2011; Saldana 2011). Transparency also 
has an added benefit for readers as they can use the data and researcher’s 
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interpretations to construct their own meanings. In delivering transparency, 
NVivo10 helped the researcher overcome some of the biggest criticisms of 
qualitative research, such as lack of rigor and trustworthiness and in doing 
so enhance credibility and utility (Kikooma 2010; Smith and Firth 2011).

 Data Presentation Strategy

The choice of data presentation strategy in qualitative research depends 
on a number of factors, such as the type of methodology, audience, and 
overall purpose of the research (Saldana 2011). For example, a researcher 
conducting research for an art exhibition will choose a different presenta-
tion strategy compared to a researcher conducting research to inform 
social policy. Ultimately, all research aims to persuade and convince tar-
get audiences of research findings (Brause 2012; Saldana 2011). The style 
in which data is presented, and interpretations are justified, determines 
the degree to which readers are likely to be persuaded by the research 
findings.

This study’s purpose of researching entrepreneurship within the UAE 
aimed to add to the existing body of knowledge and inform policy. 
Therefore, an analytical and formal style was most appropriate; what 
Saldana (2011, p. 148) would call “writing analytically and formally”. 
Direct quotations from participants were used to outline key data and 
links with emerging themes in the results section, but with caution. 
Excessively long quotes can defeat the objective; therefore, attention was 
paid to quote the most relevant information and cut out unnecessary pas-
sages (Saldana 2011). It is important to note that careful attention has 
been taken not to manipulate quotations from participants. This along 
with the fact that English was not the first language for any of the partici-
pants means that, at times, quotations do not adhere to grammar rules. 
Qualitative interview-based studies on entrepreneurship have used this 
approach to good effect. For example, Erogul and McCrohan (2008) 
used direct quotations from interviewees to present interview data. This 
practice connects the audience with the research and makes the analytical 
process transparent, enabling them to better understand the line of 
enquiry and findings. Ultimately, this helps persuade the audience and 
adds to the research credibility and utility.
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It can be argued that, despite ensuring credibility and utility, a study 
can fail to persuade its readers if the art of data presentation is inappropri-
ate. This study complies with the American Psychological Association 
(APA) writing format (APA 2017). Correctly following a predetermined 
writing format can highlight to readers the researcher’s ability to be con-
sistent and meticulous. This can go on to help persuade readers of the 
research findings (Saldana 2011).

Using a CAQDAS such as NVivo10 enabled the researcher to present 
data in multiple ways. Although this study did not use the graphics func-
tion from NVivo10, its graphics function has the capacity to show link-
ages between quotations, matrices to highlight how categories developed 
and diagrams to illustrate how themes emerged or how the whole research 
process developed (Smith and Firth 2011). Using graphs, tables and fig-
ures to highlight and analyze evidence was also in line with the formal 
and analytical style. This type of data presentation strategy provides visual 
summaries and also helps the audience grasp the essence of the findings 
(Saldana 2011). This not only adds to the research credibility and utility, 
but also provides readers better accessibility to the analytical and overall 
research process, which also adds to its persuasiveness.

The discussion section used participant views and theoretical literature 
to derive interpretations and justify conclusions, which also strengthened 
the study’s persuasive powers. This section used key words such as “For 
example…Mr C felt…”, “Therefore… arguably…”, “This is in line with 
what Mr so and so (2001) found in…”, “This means…”. Using all three 
in conjunction made the findings more persuasive. In order to improve 
accessibility, headings and subheadings were used to highlight the flow of 
the report and help the reader signpost different sections of the study 
(Saldana 2011). Saldana (2011) suggested using text rich features such as 
italics or boldface to emphasize important statements, codes, themes, 
and so on. For example, using the boldface feature to highlight key junc-
tures or wording in participant quotations should enable readers to focus 
on the most important information within the quotation. However, the 
latest APA guidelines discourage the use of this beneficial approach. 
Similarly, using diagrams to illustrate interconnectivity among partici-
pants’ views, literature, categories, and emerging themes also enhanced 
data presentation.
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 Credibility and Utility

Employing strategies such as a rigorous methodology, approved by the 
supervisor, and personal reflexivity to recognize how the researcher’s bias 
and involvement may affect the research enhances credibility and utility 
(Creswell 2009; Kikooma 2010; Sun 2009). One-to-one, in-depth inter-
views, using open-ended questions also enabled the researcher to under-
stand deep meanings behind the experiences of participants (Saldana 
2009). Furthermore, the semi-structured nature of interviews provided 
flexibility to explore experiences of greater relevance or clarify meanings 
of ideas discussed. This quality of exploring, interpreting experiences of 
individuals, highly relevant to the phenomenon and finding deep mean-
ings to the central question gives qualitative research credibility.

Credibility ensures findings can be applied to other situations that are 
similar in context, which gives qualitative research utility. However, the 
process of understanding and interpreting participants’ experience must 
be transparent (Smith and Firth 2011). Using the CAQDAS, NVivo10, 
helped the researcher provide better access to different stages of the ana-
lytical process and how conclusions were reached, which improved cred-
ibility and transparency. The software also created an audit trail which 
served as a secondary transparency mechanism, enabling the reader to 
gain an insight into the process and journey the researcher took to con-
struct knowledge, further enhancing credibility and utility (Kikooma 
2010).

 Role of the Researcher

The researcher’s inability to recognize, declare or plan against his or her 
bias can threaten the credibility of qualitative research (Creswell 2003). 
This researcher is currently employed as a lecturer in entrepreneurship and 
it could be argued, much like segment “c” a support worker, might be 
trying to support and promote entrepreneurship. Although the researcher 
had only been working in the UAE for four years at the time of conduc-
tion research, current and historical involvement in  entrepreneurship as a 
lecturer, entrepreneur and close contact with participants during the 
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interview all create a potential for bias (Sun 2009). The research findings 
are certainly of interest to the researcher. Therefore, the issue of recogniz-
ing and minimizing bias to ensure credibility has been dealt with head on.

The researcher paid particular attention to conversational technology 
and credulous listening (Hair et al. 2009) and applied a realist reporting 
approach wherever possible (Saldana 2011). For example, this involved 
receptive listening and using participants’ own words and language to 
confirm or clarify the meaning of their statements (Hair et  al. 2009; 
Moustakas 1994, cited in Murtezaj 2011). CAQDAS was helpful again 
as the participants’ perspective was transcribed and evidenced on 
NVivo10. Lastly, the researcher’s interpretations were based on evidence 
provided by participants, which were then cross-referenced with existing 
literature to draw conclusions (Park 2006).

In this way, the researcher was able to maintain objectivity and find-
ings were justified through specific evidence highlighted by the study. 
The use of a CAQDAS in particular granted audience access to the 
research process and brought the meaning-making process to forefront. 
This also ensured that results were not affected by bias, and thus improved 
accessibility, transparency while increasing credibility and utility (Brause 
2012; Creswell 2009; Saldana 2009).

 Legal Issues

A paper on ethical practice published by the British Sociological 
Association (BSA) emphasized the importance of minimizing ambiguity. 
In gaining approvals for research, the rationale should be clear to under-
stand for stakeholders (BSA 2002). The research proposal needed to be 
communicated to the researcher’s employer, the Ministry of Education, 
and research participants. Therefore, appropriate efforts were made in 
adapting language or simplifying complicated facets of the research pro-
cess to meet the needs of different stakeholders.

Gaining consent from research participants is a major concern for all 
researchers carrying out social research. Although most institutions have 
ethical guidelines based on the Belmont report (1979), many have devel-
oped adapted guidelines appropriate for the local setting (Smith 2003). 
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The British Educational Research Association (BERA 2011) emphasized 
the voluntary nature of informed consent and that it must be gained 
before the research begins (BERA 2011). Informed consent is not simply 
limited to gaining permission from research subjects to participate. It was 
the researcher’s responsibility to ensure potential participants were fully 
aware of what was involved, for example, the nature of the research and 
its connotations.

It can be argued that the process of informed consent, based on high 
ethical standards, is complicated in the UAE. One has to overcome the 
initial barrier posed by language only to find oneself in a cultural mine-
field. For example, even if a female potential research participant is an 
adult, it is still a requirement to gain consent from her legal guardian. The 
nature of the proposed research ensures confidentiality as the names and 
personal details were not shared with the public. However, the fact that 
some details may have to be shared with reviewers indicates the limita-
tions of confidentiality, which was also shared with participants (Smith 
2003).

A consent form was designed in line with high ethical standards, using 
guidelines outlined by the APA, Newcastle University (UK) and Zayed 
University (UAE) to ensure adherence to international standards and 
local cultural sensitivity. Appropriate measures were taken to ensure 
potential participants and others involved in the decision-making process 
were able to understand the purpose of the research, how it may be used 
and its consequences (BSA 2002). The consent form itself highlighted 
the voluntary nature of participants’ involvement and their right to with-
draw at any stage of the research. It also assured them that their individ-
ual privacy and data would be protected at all times. (See appendix A for 
standard email and appendix B for consent form).

The security of data provided by participants and the privacy of each 
participant had to be strictly observed. Recorded interview data, analysis 
and all other related files were stored on the researcher’s personal com-
puter and each file was password protected. Participants have been 
referred to as numbers and corresponding sample group, for example, 
entrepreneur interviewees were referred to as Ent01M, Ent02F and so 
on. The researcher had planned to share findings and conclusions directly 
related to each participant in order to confirm and gain final consent; 
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however, none of the participants showed a preference for this option. In 
fact, only two participants agreed to read the transcribed interviews to 
confirm they represented a true picture of what the participant wanted to 
convey.

In summary this chapter highlights the qualitative phenomenological 
methodology used to collect data from a sample of ten research partici-
pants. This chapter justifies the use of this methodology to explore pos-
sible explanations for the central research question of low levels of 
entrepreneurial activity among Emirati graduates. The chapter also details 
the research strategy and how this study tries to enhance credibility and 
utility. The next chapters from here on in focus on the key factors that 
affect entrepreneurs, and the challenges and opportunities these factors 
represent for advancing entrepreneurship in the UAE.
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5
Entrepreneurship in the UAE (I)

This book explores the entrepreneurial gap in the UAE and highlights key 
factors that affect the process of entrepreneurship for Emiratis. A qualita-
tive, phenomenological approach, using open-ended semi-structured 
interviews, was employed to gain a better understanding of the phenom-
enon. Specifically, it examined the lived experiences of young Emiratis 
who graduated within the last three to five years and have either suc-
ceeded or failed in realizing their entrepreneurial intentions. An addi-
tional sample of incubator managers was also employed to triangulate 
findings.

This chapter reports on the research results, outlining main themes 
that emerged from interviews, their relevance to explaining the entrepre-
neurial gap and related challenges and opportunities within the UAE. This 
chapter is divided into five sections. The first section provides an over 
view of demographic statistics of research participants, highlighting key 
factors relevant to each sample segment. The following four sections 
report on and analyze the four major themes and eighteen sub-themes 
that have emerged from interviews. The role of government has far reach-
ing consequences for Emiratis and emerges as a corner stone of Emirati 
society. Therefore, this fifth theme, along with four related sub-themes, 
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has been outlined separately in Chap. 7: “Role of Government”. The 
chapter concludes with a short summary.

The five major themes that emerged from interviews are personal char-
acteristics, family, culture, perceived behavior control, and role of govern-
ment. Although there were some commonalities in family and culture, a 
decision was made to keep these themes independent because the aim of 
this study focused on gaining a deeper understanding rather than the 
ability to generalize. The first theme, personal characteristics, included 
the sub-themes of need for achievement (nAch), need for independence, 
risk-taking propensity, and capacity to innovate.

The second theme of family included the sub-themes of family circum-
stance, family approval, family support, and commitment to family. The 
third theme of culture included the sub-themes of collectivist national-
ism, perceptions of entrepreneurship, religion and tradition and lastly, 
reputation. The fourth theme of perceived behavior control included the 
sub-themes of access to finance, access to support, competition, educa-
tion, market knowledge and time. Finally the fifth theme, role of govern-
ment, included the sub-themes of political role models, government 
support programs (GSPs), government regulations, and expectations of 
GSPs. All of the themes were supported by direct quotations from the 
participants themselves.

Later sections further analyze and summarize these themes and draw 
out their relevance to the main research objectives. These sections confirm 
some of the complexities in exploring the phenomenon of entrepreneur-
ship bound in individual experiences and context. This also highlights the 
interconnected nature of themes that have emerged, their roles at differ-
ent stages of the entrepreneurial process, and how individuals interacted 
with them as they endeavored to realize their entrepreneurial intentions.

The chapter also discusses the findings, further exploring the intercon-
nected nature of major themes and their implications for entrepreneur-
ship in the UAE. Research on entrepreneurship often focuses on 
motivations as the staple of entrepreneurial intention; however, these 
studies seldom explore the origins of these motivations and the individu-
als they affect (Stephan et al. 2015). The section highlights different 
stages of the entrepreneurial process identified in the analyses and makes 
connections between different factors to propose an Emirati Model of 
Entrepreneurship (EME).
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 Demographic Data

The following section provides demographic statistics. The real names of 
participants have been omitted. The sample of four graduates that man-
aged to start a business is represented as, for example, “Ent01M”. The 
“Ent” indicates they are entrepreneurs, the number indicates the sample 
count and M or F indicates whether they were male or female. Similarly, 
“Emp01F” is used to represent the sample of graduates who failed to 
start a business but found employment. In the same way, “Inc01F” rep-
resents the smaller sample of two incubator managers (Table 5.1).
As the table above indicates, an equal number of male and female partici-
pants were used in interviews. Excluding the incubator manager sample, 
participants’ age ranged from 24 to 36 years, with an average of 
28.75 years. With the exception of two participants, each graduate was 
from a different subject area. Subject areas have been omitted but they 
ranged from Accounting to Mechanical Engineering. With the exception 
of one participant who graduated five years ago, the sample had gradu-
ated within the last two years. All of the participants were Emiratis, UAQ 
nationals working in Sharjah or Dubai. However, their permanent resi-
dence was located in a range of different Emirates. For the incubator 
managers sample, the “(Bus)” highlighted in Table 5.1 under “number of 
employees”, indicates the number of businesses currently under 
incubation.

Interestingly, when comparing the average age of each sample group 
separately, there was a noticeable difference. For example, the average age 
of entrepreneurs was 30.75 years whereas the employees’ average was 
26.75 years. The four-year difference may indicate that these entrepre-
neurs did not jump into starting a business straight away and waited after 
graduation. This notion is supported by the fact that nearly all entrepre-
neurs interviewed were previously employed for a short while and some 
continued to post-graduate education (Fig. 5.1).

Further attention to the entrepreneur sample also highlighted that all 
of the businesses were in their nascent stage. The number of employees 
ranged from 7 to 4 and the average age of these businesses was 2.25 years. 
This had positive implications for the study as the participants were able 
to provide the latest insights into the experience of opening a business 
from an Emirati perspective (Figs. 5.2 and 5.3).
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Fig. 5.1 Sample age range of entrepreneurs, employees, and incubator 
managers

Fig. 5.2 Average age of entrepreneurs and employees
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In addition to the statistical data, it was also beneficial to highlight 
the individual context of each participant. The literature review empha-
sized the importance of individual context in qualitative phenomeno-
logical studies (Baum et al. 2001; Eccles and Wigfield 2002). Providing 
insights into the individual context of each participant should help the 
audience better understand the phenomenon of entrepreneurship 
in the UAE context. This practice also helps support the themes 
that emerge from interviews and enhance the research credibility 
(Smith et al. 2009).

The eight participants represent a diverse sample, but they also share 
some common characteristics. They all wanted to start a business at some 
stage of their life; this was one of the key criteria in identifying the sam-
ple. They have all graduated and, with the exception of Ent02F, all of the 
participants started work after graduation. There are differences between 
the male and female entrepreneurs, in that both male participants are 
unmarried, while both females are married. Both male entrepreneurs are 
yet to break-even, though this may also be connected to the type of busi-
ness they have adopted. By and large, all entrepreneurs are from well to 
do families; this is in contrast with the employee sample, who are all from 
moderate income families.
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Fig. 5.3 Business age and number of employees
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Some themes emerged from this brief overview: for example, the impor-
tance of family was a common thread. The next section focuses on identi-
fying factors that influence Emirati graduates to become  entrepreneurs or 
seek employment. It also focuses on identifying the challenges and barriers 
faced by aspiring Emirati entrepreneurs. Identifying concrete themes and 
analyzing the experiences of graduates who had recently started a business 
and those who could not manage to do so helped to develop a better 
understanding of the gap between entrepreneurial intentions and new 
business start-up rates in the UAE. These factors are highlighted in the 
form of themes that emerged from the interview data.

This book provides an exploration how entrepreneurship can be 
advanced in the UAE, specifically from an Emirati entrepreneur’s per-
spective. This chapter focuses on Emirati entrepreneurs, their journey 
with start-ups, and their perception of entrepreneurship in the UAE. Based 
on the interviews collected from a purposefully selected sample of ten 
research participants, this chapter offers insights into the key factors that 
govern entrepreneurship for this stratum of the UAE population. These 
interviews exposed five distinct themes. Family, culture, personal charac-
teristics, perceived behavior control, and the role of government emerged 
as the dynamic yet interrelated tenets that most significantly influenced 
entrepreneurship in the UAE.

Family and culture are closely related; however, both have been consid-
ered separately to develop a deeper understanding of these highly per-
sonal facets. The theme of family details the intimate and highly personal 
facets and the interconnected relationships that affect Emirati entrepre-
neurs, whereas culture helps separate the wider social elements that shape 
entrepreneurial intentions and action in the UAE context. The theme of 
personal characteristics highlights personality traits that appeared most 
often, or were most apparent during the interviews. The interconnected 
nature of these themes means that these personal characteristics were 
inevitably shaped by family influence and culture.

Entrepreneurship, even in free market economies, is heavily influenced 
by government. However, for Emirati entrepreneurs government came 
across as one of the strongest influencers. It plays a multifaceted role in 
shaping the Emirati context at different stages; this was an unexpected 
finding. The theme of government has been discussed in a separate chap-
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ter in detail. PBC highlights key elements that affected the samples’ belief 
in succeeding. A mix of personal characteristics, perceptions and relation-
ships with other external factors are used to define the Emirati entrepre-
neurs in the next chapter.

Five major themes that emerged from interviews also led to a number 
of sub-themes. The first theme of personal characteristics included the 
sub-themes of (a) need for achievement (nAch), (b) need for indepen-
dence, (c) risk-taking propensity, and (d) capacity to innovate. The sec-
ond theme of family included the sub-themes of (a) family circumstance, 
(b) family approval, (c) family support, and (d) commitment to family. 
The third theme of culture included the sub-themes of (a) collectivist 
nationalism, (b) perceptions of entrepreneurship, (c) religion, (d) tradi-
tion, and, lastly, (e) reputation.

The fourth theme, of perceived behavior control, included the sub- 
themes of (a) access to finance, (b) access to support, (c) competition, (d) 
education, (e) market knowledge, and (f ) time. Finally the fifth theme, 
role of government, included the sub-themes of (a) political role models, 
(b) GSPs, (c) government regulations, and (d) expectations of GSPs. All 
of the themes were supported by direct quotations from the participants 
themselves.

Later sections of the book further analyze and summarize these themes 
and draw out their relevance to the main research questions. These sec-
tions confirm some of the complexities in exploring the phenomenon of 
entrepreneurship which is bound in individual experiences and context 
(Creswell 2009). This also highlights the interconnected nature of themes, 
their roles at different stages of the entrepreneurial process, and how indi-
viduals interacted with them as they endeavored to realize their entrepre-
neurial intentions.

 Themes

Five interrelated themes emerged from the interview data. The emerging 
themes were interconnected because of the complicated web of personal 
and cultural dependencies that constitute the UAE social make-up. 
Supported by direct quotations from the interview data, this section pro-
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vides a detailed description of the themes and related sub-themes that 
consistently appeared in interviews. Further analysis of the themes and 
their implications is carried out in later chapters. The detailed description 
includes all significant elements of the interview data and codes that help 
develop a better understanding of the main themes. As mentioned in the 
previous chapter, it is important to note that careful attention has been 
taken not to manipulate direct quotations from participants. This along 
with the fact that English was not the first language for any of the partici-
pants means that, at times, quotations do not adhere to grammar rules.

 Theme One: Personal Characteristics

In the last two decades, use of personality traits in studying entrepreneur-
ship has experienced a steady decline because they failed to differentiate 
between entrepreneurs and managers (Gartner 1988; Shane et al. 2003). 
However, despite this flaw, personality traits can be useful in understand-
ing entrepreneurial behavior (Baumol 2010; Carsrud and Brännback 
2011). This theme highlights the individual make-up of the participants 
and the internal influences that drive them. These personality traits are 
exemplified by sub-themes, which include need for achievement (nAch), 
need for independence, risk-taking propensity, and capacity to innovate.

 Need for Achievement

McClelland (1961) identified the achievement motive or need for 
achievement (nAch) as the main predictor of entrepreneurial intentions 
(Alschuler 1967; Carsrud and Brännback 2011; Estay et al. 2013). The 
achievement motive pursues actions that lead to excellence (McClelland 
1961). In pursuing excellence, individuals are more likely to undertake 
tasks that require higher levels of skill, individual responsibility, recogni-
tion and impact of outcomes. Taking on the role of an entrepreneur 
meets all of these criteria (Shane et al. 2003). Thus, a career in entrepre-
neurship is the most likely outcome for individuals who possess a high 
need for achievement (McClelland 1961).
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Ent01M: I think if people do what they are passionate about they will suc-
ceed whatever the challenges… yes I was happy, satisfied, but I 
see myself I can do more… because the job was not allowing me 
to express myself as I believe I could….

Ent02F: I am strong and I have a lot of ideas… I was planning for three 
years till I know exactly what to do… I had this ambition since 
I was sixteen years old… my business lets me do more, expand 
maybe open another branch or shop, not just going from kiosk to 
kiosk… I see myself gaining a PhD I want to be a role model for 
Emiratis….

Ent03F: Actually I started my business about 1 year before graduation … 
because in my last year I only had to do two courses so I had free 
time… this is my character to be honest with you I like to lead… 
I just wanted to progress in business life… I was looking forward 
to have my own business my own income my own employees….

Ent04M: It’s nothing to with the dollar sign or the prestige of being a busi-
ness owner but I think it was more about the feeling that I should 
do something for myself, something different if I had the freedom 
to do it and I did not have the freedom to do this at work… for 
me it was the passion, emotional pride, I always had the fantasy 
that I will have my own business… the main driver behind it is 
not really that I just want to be my own boss but that I will be 
able to make more creative decisions that the office/work box 
won’t allow….

The sample of entrepreneurs (Ent) displayed a deep-rooted need for 
achievement, which at times spilled over into the need for independence. 
Ent01M, “I see myself I can do more”. Ent02F, “I had this ambition since 
I was sixteen”. Ent03F, “I just wanted to progress in business life”. 
Ent04M, “I think it was more about the feeling that I should do some-
thing for myself ”. As highlighted by McClelland (1961), the achieve-
ment motive seems to instill ambition and pushes these Emirati 
entrepreneurs to identify actions that lead to excellence. Why a career in 
entrepreneurship was identified as an appropriate avenue to satisfy this 
ambition was not wholly clear at this stage. Participants who opted for 
employment also displayed similar traits.
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Emp01F: Well, first of all it comes from me I am a very productive per-
son… this work (current job) does not seem enough it is not 
satisfying… I want to be productive to self-development and 
gain self-confidence… I want to be a successful business woman 
or a leader…but I know I needed to do something for myself 
(own business) in order to become someone… that someone is 
not best defined in my head… but I just wanted to do my 
best….

Emp02M: I wanted to start (business) for self-achievement, get another 
income and be able to help my family (financially)…. It’s my 
nature maybe, because other guys can be satisfied with their 
certification but I wanted more… I think the man have to do 
as much as he can… to have self-confidence, self- worth (reputa-
tion)… to achieve something that is important for me… to 
have a good reputation? to build something that I build from 
zero when I don’t have time or funds…hmmm, this comes from 
my father he was always encouraging me to do something 
more….

Emp03F: I think no one wants to stay at the same level I think everyone is 
trying to do better? I think it’s in our nature, because we want 
self-esteem, if you want to satisfy yourself, satisfy a motive inside 
you… Maybe when I see my brothers and sisters, older than me, 
I don’t want to end up like them…I want to be better than 
them, when my younger sister looks at me she should want to be 
like me….

Emp04M: I want to be successful so I can get married have kids because 
until now I could not because I have to look after my brothers 
and sisters… I have to think about their future….

The sample of employed Emiratis also displayed tendencies toward a 
need for achievement and added weight to this sub-theme. Emp01F, 
“Well first of all it comes from me I am a very productive person”. 
Emp02M, “to achieve something that is important for me”. Emp03F, “I 
want to be better them”. Emp04M, “I want be successful”. Both sample 
sets displayed a need for achievement and an ambition to achieve beyond 
their current scope. However, seeds for this need for achievement were 
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different; some highlighted this as a part of their nature, and thus inter-
nal, whereas others linked it to external factors such as family needs or 
social standing. The need for achievement as an individual characteristic 
is a better predictor of entrepreneurial intentions rather than entrepre-
neurial action (Shane et al. 2003). Nevertheless, it is a predictable charac-
teristic in most entrepreneurs (Baumol 2010). The sample of incubator 
managers corroborates the need for achievement among young Emiratis.

Inc01F: They want to pursue something they are interested in, so for 
example, even if they are working they will start a business to do 
what they are interested… so it’s like following their passion… 
another source of income, getting experience of managing their 
own business, to gain confidence and improve their personal-
ity… yes I think the leadership, our belonging to the country, 
culture, religion it’s connected… they want to achieve for the 
UAE... this is the place we need to build….

Inc02M: I think some simply have it in their blood they want to do their 
own thing, they don’t want to work for the government, they 
want to create something they can do on their own in their own 
companies… a lot of them have a special wish or the ability to 
be an entrepreneur… it’s simply just a driver….

Incubator managers suggested that the need for achievement exclu-
sively stemmed from an internal drive and manifests as an ambition, a 
passion, or simply to do more for themselves. Clearly, there are other 
influences at play here that connect the need for achievement with start-
ing a business. There are subtle differences in the way the different sample 
segments express their need for achievement. For entrepreneurs, it seems 
to be rooted deep in their psyche; however, for some of the employees, 
the need for achievement is linked with another goal. For example, 
Emp04M may feel the need to achieve to get married and have kids, 
whereas Emp03F, simply does not want to end up like her brothers and 
sisters. These aspects will be explored in greater length in the discussion 
section.
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 Need for Independence

The need for independence is closely linked with the need for achieve-
ment as individuals seek more autonomy over different variables and 
assume responsibility for their actions (Carsrud and Olm 1986; 
McClelland 1961). The need for independence motivates entrepreneurs 
to pursue actions expected to return financial independence and enhance 
self-determination (Wagner and Ziltener 2008). In two separate studies 
carried out in the UAE, Erogul and McCrohan (2008) and Estay et al. 
(2013) found the need for independence as a key predictor of entrepre-
neurial intentions and highlighted the antecedents of motivations for 
established entrepreneurs.

Ent01M: I did not want to take a loan… I wanted to depend on myself… 
I thought I can do things from myself… I thought if I am doing 
this giving my time, effort and knowledge and things to the 
company then why not for myself… maybe it’s human nature, 
the freedom to be your boss yourself….

Ent02F: I am not only a mother that has to stay at home… raising babies 
is not our only job… we have to study if I have education my 
babies will have education I will be different than a mother 
who is not educated so I think I want to change something in 
women to motivate them.

Ent03F: So I thought maybe you can do something to help yourself… I 
like being self-sufficient, to be independent… I just wanted my 
own income since I can remember… I did not like asking my 
mother, father, and now my husband, I wanted to do things for 
myself build things for myself I don’t like asking people for 
anything….

Ent04M: I was asking my father for money and I hated that I needed to 
have something for myself… If you say to me why you don’t go 
and get normal job or why you love this it’s because you can do 
everything (in this business), its unstructured but you know the 
structure, but when you go to work you are restricted you have 
to do things their way… I don’t want to be tied in a box….
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Similar to the need for achievement, the sample of entrepreneurs dem-
onstrated a strong need for independence. In line with McClelland’s 
(1961) work, all entrepreneurs associated the need for independence with 
autonomy, self-sufficiency and financial independence. Ent01M, “the 
freedom to be your boss yourself ”. Ent02F, “I am not only a mother that 
has to stay at home”. Ent03F, “I just wanted my own income”. Ent04M, 
“it’s because you can do everything… work you are restricted”. Apart 
from Ent02F, each participant seemed to want more control over differ-
ent aspects of their lives and starting a business seemed to cater to this 
need for independence.

Emp01F: You have to start your business, you cannot just depend on the 
salary… it will be enough for maybe just last for one month… 
if you really want to start saving or if you really want to do 
something for yourself then you have to start doing something 
extra.

Emp02M: Because I had to work to help my family… and to achieve self- 
goals… I thought here finding a proper job is a little bit 
 difficult… so if I could maintain the job before starting the 
business it will be more secure… If I have a job then I can pay 
the bills and cover some costs if needed…. Better than starting a 
business without any experience or funding….

Emp03F: Because you have full control… you can put through the actions 
that suit you, do things your way, you can have your own income 
you can make changes without thinking of others… securing my 
future, financially, I cannot guarantee I will be working for 
long so I need to be able to prepare for that… I don’t want to 
accept my current situation and I don’t want to quit when 
things get hard and I don’t want to listen to people that demoti-
vate me….

Emp04M: I have to do something from them not just for me… for me if the 
family is fine then it’s fine for me I will be happy….

The employee sample seems to recognize the role of entrepreneurship 
in gaining independence; however, it does not demonstrate strong ten-
dencies toward self-sufficiency. There is also an observable difference 
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between the male and female participants. Interestingly, the male partici-
pants associated autonomy with catering for their family rather than for 
personal or self-interest. For example, Emp02M, “if I have a job then I 
can pay the bills and cover some costs if needed”. Emp04M, “for me if 
the family is fine then it’s fine for me I will be happy”. Female partici-
pants demonstrate stronger need for independence Emp01F, “you have 
to start your business, you cannot just depend on the salary segment”. 
Emp03F, “have full control actions that suit you, do things your way, you 
can have your own income”. Differences in the need for independence 
between male and female participants may also have cultural connota-
tions. For example, males are traditionally responsible for the family’s 
financial security. This element is supported by the male participants’ 
responses as they flag family needs before their own.

Inc01F: Some say ok I will start my business because at one point I will 
be leaving my job… also for some it is about flexibility the need 
for independence, so if they have children they can do things 
according to their life style, but if they are working then there 
are some restrictions… they feel happy they can implement 
things without limitations….

The sample of incubator managers confirmed some of the motivations 
behind the need for independence among Emiratis. Although income is 
a factor, the main motivation is autonomy and more control over their 
future. Inc01F, “do things according to their life style implement things 
without limitations”. This is in line with recent findings that the need for 
independence as an entrepreneurial motivation is more common in 
resource rich contexts (Stephan et al. 2015).

 Risk-Taking Propensity

Historically, risk bearing has been seen as a key function of the entrepre-
neur. For both Atkinson (1957) and McClelland (1961), the individual 
with high need for achievement was almost risk averse, opting for medium 
risk propositions. This is in line with the notion that entrepreneurs need 
a balance between risk aversion and high risk propensity to succeed 
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(Wagner and Ziltener 2008). The propensity to take risk has highlighted 
stark differences between the two main samples.

Ent01M: I am risking my funds, time that I am spending here and not at 
work, trust of the market (reputation), these are big things to 
risk but it makes me aggressive in business it motivates me to do 
well because I am sure I believe whatever is good can be 
successful.

Ent02F: I am very safe in taking any steps... I did not start with a shop 
I started with a kiosk to know the demand and customers… I 
had orders in big quantities and I opened accounts in Thrifty, 
Ali Baba, I have customers, that’s why it was a little bit safer.

Ent03F: I was afraid no one would take this because they have a lot of 
shops here in the same categories… I was scared nobody would 
buy it, but I also believed (in my product) if anyone would buy 
they would be happy.

Ent04M: I’m risking my finance, a normal life and reputation, I had a 
good job then I was nothing but I don’t have any regrets… First 
and last is how to pay back the loan… I thought this was a big 
responsibility… calculating the return and the uncertainty of if 
I am going to be able to do it... we are not only looking for 
financial benefit but also looking to raise the UAE flag.

The entrepreneurs highlighted they knew they were taking risks which 
involved finance, opportunity cost and, interestingly, reputation. 
However, risking these factors also seems to motivate them; Ent01M, 
“makes me aggressive in business it motivates me to do well”. Ent02F, “I 
am very safe in taking any steps… I started with a kiosk to know the 
demand and customers”. Ent03F, “I was scared nobody would buy it, but 
I also believed (in my product) if anyone would buy they would be 
happy”. Ent04M, “I’m risking my finance… calculating the return and 
the uncertainty of if I am going to be able to do it… looking to raise the 
UAE flag”. The reasons for adopting risk may be diverse among these 
entrepreneurs, but it is clear they have a healthy risk-taking propensity, 
which is balanced to manage the impact of risk.
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These entrepreneurs are not blindly accepting all risks; rather risk tak-
ing seems to be based on careful calculation and the entrepreneurs gear 
risk to their strengths. This showcases elements of perceived behavior 
control, as opposed to locus of control, because entrepreneurs evaluate 
each option (Ajzen 1991). There is also a clear recognition and willing-
ness to accept uncertainty. Again, as Ent01 and Ent03 demonstrate, this 
is balanced with the belief they will succeed. Lastly, as Ent04 highlights, 
there is also an element of nationalism which emerges at this stage, sug-
gesting risk taking is rationalized with a sense of higher purpose. On the 
other hand, risk taking for the employee sample seems to be hampered by 
finance.

Emp01F: Finance was the number one reason… I thought based on the 
list of items we had on our list somehow we needed a big bud-
get… and probably people wanted to get money out of things 
they did not want and we thought the responsibility would be 
very overwhelming….

Emp02M: … without experience, without money liquidity in your bank 
account, it was risky to start a business after graduation...

Emp03F: The main issue was time and budget and risk because with 
starting a business you would not know if you would have a 
stable income every month but then work guarantees a stable 
income, for me this is the main reason I did not start a busi-
ness….(with... finance ..time) I did not want the risk of bor-
rowing money from people or the bank because I cannot 
guarantee that my business is going to succeed….

Emp04M: I have some plans… to buy land and rent it… or build shops 
and rent them… for me it is quite safety (low risk), I know it 
will take longer but it’s safer for me, rather than doing some 
businesses wasting my money here and there with no guarantee 
of customers and maybe there will be a competitor this will be a 
headache for me... This is what I believe… some people want to 
have adventure – they would put themselves in jeopardy – they 
will take a loan if I win I win if I lose I lose – so this kind of 
people sometimes it works sometimes it does not  – it’s very 
risky… I cannot do this if I did not pay back the money then 
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they will put me in jail… and all my reputation will go down 
in the water….

In stark contrast to entrepreneurs, the employees demonstrated a lower 
risk propensity, interestingly all participants seem to rationalize risk in 
regard to finance. For the employee sample, the sense of a higher purpose 
did not emerge from the interview data. The importance associated with 
finance and the fact that the employee sample was largely made of mod-
erate income families would suggest social class also has an impact on 
entrepreneurship in the UAE context. Emp01F, “finance was the number 
one reason”. Emp02M, “without experience, without money liquidity in 
your bank account, it was risky to start a business”. Emp03F, “work guar-
antees a stable income, for me this is the main reason I did not start a 
business”. Emp04M, “some people want to have adventure – they would 
put themselves in jeopardy – they will take a loan if I win I win if I lose I 
lose – so this kind of people sometimes it works sometimes it does not – 
it’s very risky”. However, a deeper exploration also revealed undertones of 
an unwillingness to accept uncertainty.

The literature review revealed one of the key differentiators between 
entrepreneurs and managers, which is the entrepreneur’s ability to accept 
uncertainty (Knight 2006; Langlois and Cosgel 1993; Praag 1999). 
Emp01F, “probably people wanted to get money out of things they did 
not want and we thought the responsibility would be very overwhelm-
ing”. Emp03F, “I cannot guarantee that my business is going to suc-
ceed…”. Emp04M, “doing some businesses wasting my money here and 
there with no guarantee of customers and maybe there will be a competi-
tor this will be a headache for me”. The inability of the employee segment 
to accept risk under uncertainty was the biggest divide between the two 
sample segments thus far. Most of the sample also highlighted the impact 
of government regulation in heightening the sense risk as financial failure 
in the UAE can lead to real jail time.

Inc01F: …they are risking money, time, and also the reputation of the 
person.

Inc02M: Entrepreneurship is a lot about mitigating risks so it mean you 
know how minimize risk, to plan, research the market so you 
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don’t run your head against the wall… entrepreneurs accept risk 
and a true entrepreneur knows how to handle that risk….

The sample of incubator managers corroborates what Emirati entre-
preneurs are risking. The concept of risking reputation is particularly 
interesting because of its social and cultural connotations. Although rep-
utation does not contain monetary implications, it does hold importance 
within the Emirati context, which was emphasized as further themes 
emerged.

 Capacity to Innovate

From Bentham (1748–1832) to Schumpeter (1934), the most endearing 
quality of the entrepreneur is the ability to innovate. Innovation is a key 
criterion for distinguishing entrepreneurs from business owners. For 
Schumpeter (1934), only innovative entrepreneurs initiate start-ups, 
whereas organizers or managers effectively run established firms. Both of 
these can be the same people but their functions are inherently different. 
The ability to innovate not only separates entrepreneurs from managers, 
it also represents an avenue through which entrepreneurs can succeed in 
the face of adversity (Baumol 2010; Schumpeter 1934).

Ent01M: I then defined what I wanted to do and chose the augmented 
reality business, this the SMART business, I have chosen a field 
which will be successful in 2020 so it’s hard for the time being… 
we are trying to play it smart and bought some online learning 
platforms from Saudi Arabia and we are saying we are interna-
tional company which is true because we have an agreement 
with the company… this is also a unique product in the UAE… 
I am renting out the office at different times in the week so this 
covers at least half of the cost of the rent….

Ent02F: I decided to do something new, here and in the GCC we are 
wearing these jellabiyas for special occasions and we don’t like to 
repeat our clothes and this is costly, so I decided to do jellabiyas 
two in one, so by adding one more piece you can wear it twice 
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when no one will know, this is a new idea… social media is very 
important even in my account I am putting my details and 
that’s one of the main ways to get my customers we would not 
have had the same success by using the traditional methods of 
marketing… each six months you have to create something new 
so this is challenge for me bringing new ideas to the market….

Ent03F: I made a photo shoot and put it on Instagram from the first two 
weeks I sold the whole collection… I was dealing with some 
printing companies for writing on the boxes I wanted to show 
people that my products are unique… I was making with some 
good smell, high quality perfume, all garments are sent to the 
laundry before they are delivered to the customer, I was search-
ing how I can be a luxurious style, unique….

Ent04M: Image, it was very important to build a certain image that we 
are a sports company different from others, going against the 
flow….

These entrepreneurs demonstrated an innate ability to innovate, espe-
cially in the face of competition. Ent01M, “bought some online learning 
platforms from Saudi Arabia and we are saying we are international com-
pany…. this is also a unique product in the UAE”. Ent02F, “I decided to 
do jellabiyas (Arabic Dresses) two in one… this is a new idea… each six 
months you have to create something new”. Ent03F, “I was searching 
how I can be a luxurious style, unique”. Ent04M, “we are a sports com-
pany different from others, going against the flow”. This ability to inno-
vate enabled them to get a foothold in the market, survive and compete. 
The employee sample segment, however, told a very different story.

Emp01F: I talked to a lot of people who had variable income and this 
would have been useful for them, there is nothing like this in the 
UAE and there is also demand for antiques… what would hap-
pen to the inventory I will be buying, would I be able to sell 
everything, so the 50–50 element….

Emp02M: …it came for me the idea… after studying about business… 
(But did not start because) it’s my makeup I don’t know, I can’t 
think about two major things at a time….
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Emp03F: You cannot expect or guarantee that your business will be very 
successful there is a time line involved…we cannot make people 
like your idea or accept your business, we cannot guarantee 
that….

Emp04M: …if you don’t have a new creative business then they will not 
accept it (government funding). You have a to have an idea that 
no one has done it, innovative, you know like this, how can you 
create these kind of ideas, very hard...

The employee sample segment demonstrated an unwillingness or an 
inability to either act on their innovative ideas or accept the uncertainty 
associated with innovation. Emp01F, “nothing like this in the UAE… 
would I be able to sell everything, so the 50-50 element”. Emp02M, “I 
can’t think about two major things at a time”. Emp03F, “we cannot make 
people like your idea…we cannot guarantee that”. Emp04M, “how can 
you create these kind of ideas, very hard”. There may be other factors at 
play which hindered the employee sample from innovating. For example, 
Emp01F and Emp03F did not seem to have the confidence to innovate. 
Whereas, Emp04M, had a perception that new business ideas may not be 
supported by government programs. In any case as Emp04M highlighted, 
being innovative did not seem to come easy. Nevertheless, the capacity to 
innovate further distinguishes the line between entrepreneur and 
employee segments.

Inc01F: I think it’s not about the idea it depends on her passion some-
times you can come up with a new idea and even if their idea 
was not rejected they would just disappear, the main reason is to 
continue working on it, so it’s not just about the idea but level 
of commitment and their ability to take feedback….

Inc02M: Emiratis (younger generation) love what is new, a lot of them 
look very deep into what is new and then create something new 
by themselves so I think there is a level of innovation going on, 
it’s just not the norm, it is still a very small portion of (Emirati) 
society… They do what they do, not just because they see it as an 
achievement but because they want to create and be creative, 
because it’s exciting….
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The sample of incubator managers provided a mixed response on this 
sub-theme. Inc01F, “so it’s not just about the idea but level of commit-
ment and their ability to take feedback”. Inc02M, “I think there is a level 
of innovation going on, it’s just not the norm”. They acknowledged the 
low levels of innovation in the UAE. However, Inc01F also emphasized 
the value of commitment above innovativeness in the UAE context. As 
outlined earlier, entrepreneurs were more likely to act on their innovative 
ideas. This is most certainly linked to their ability to take risks, but could 
also be linked to their levels of confidence. For example, the entrepreneur 
evaluation of innovative task, or perceived behavior control, was more 
positive because they were more likely to accept the risks and uncertainty 
involved. However, the proposition was perceived as low or acceptable 
risk because the entrepreneurs were also more confident of success.

Competencies developed by learning directly affect confidence 
(Lundstrom et al. 2013). This notion highlights a link between internal 
and external factors affecting UAE entrepreneurs, in that personality 
traits of risk-taking propensity, capacity to innovate and confidence are 
directly influenced by external inputs such as education and relevant 
experience that develop key competencies. This notion is supported by 
other studies that emphasize the role of competency based entrepreneur-
ial education and its impact on entrepreneurial action (Lans et al. 2008; 
Mojaba et al. 2011). This study argues, as competencies increase confi-
dence, they positively affect the entrepreneur’s PBC and increase the like-
lihood of entrepreneurial action.

 Theme Two: Family

Previous studies in the Middle East highlight lack of family support as 
the main barrier for female entrepreneurs (Mutairi and Fayez 2015; Sadi 
and Al-Ghazali 2012). However, the UAE presents an enigma because 
the family is perceived as a positive motivational or support factor for 
female entrepreneurs (Haan 2004; Hossan et al. 2013; Itani et al. 2011). 
The second theme of family is supported by sub-themes of family cir-
cumstance, family support, family approval, and commitment to family. 
The emerging themes partly supported the finding from previous studies 
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in the UAE and the family emerged as a multifaceted factor that can have 
positive or negative effects on Emirati entrepreneurs.

 Family Circumstance

As the literature review revealed, levels of motivation are bound in con-
text (Graham and Weiner 1996; Murray 1938). Although, there were 
other environmental factors that influenced behavior and defined family 
circumstance (Eccles and Wigfield 2002; Nuttin 1984), interviews 
revealed that the main constant in the Emirati context is largely defined 
by this sub-theme. This finding is supported by previous studies in the 
UAE that highlighted family circumstance as a major influence on 
Emirati life (Erogul and McCrohan 2008; Sowmya et al. 2010).

Ent01M: When I was a child and going to bed I was thinking of being a 
business man having my own business… my father had business 
in construction over 25 years, I was always going with my father 
to Majlis (sitting area for men) all his friends were doing busi-
ness, maybe this is one of the reasons because I thought I want to 
be like them when I grow up… my father said be yourself, act 
yourself, be ready for the day when you are doing things for 
yourself, be free, job is good but you cannot be free these words 
echo in my head you understand these word 15/20 year after, 
when you are young they don’t mean much because you think I 
am still young why should I listen to him….

Ent02F: …actually I forgot to mention that I am a mother of 2 chil-
dren… I got married 6 years ago... my father and my sister also 
have their businesses… I remember I was in the Arabic class 
and we talked about Shaikh Zaid when he said women are half 
of the society, Shaikh Zaid is the one who inspired me… it 
directly came to mind because my dad had his own business…. 
So I was like I will do it!! Sat in my mind.

Ent03F: To be honest I got married a little bit early, I was nineteen… I 
came from a high income family to a low income family… my 
father is already having a business he is in real estate, my brother 
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has a business… I was thinking I would like to have a business 
because my father… I thought at the moment I have my father 
to look after me but later what might happen….

Ent04M: I am the eldest boy… I don’t have my own family (not married) 
this was one of the sacrifices I made… I don’t have financial 
responsibility to the family but I contribute… actually my 
father has his own business and he had never been an employee… 
and I think this is one of the influences on me… my uncle and 
both my grandfathers they all had their own businesses… I 
always use to go with my father when he use to travel, I was 
12/13  years old I enjoyed that experience so maybe that also 
influenced me….

This sub-theme revealed intimate details about Emirati entrepreneurs, 
their specific context and the range of factors that influenced them. 
Ent01M, “I was always going with my father to Majlis (men’s sitting 
area)… I thought I want to be like them when I grow up… job is good 
but you cannot be free these words echo in my head”. Ent02F, “I remem-
ber I was in the Arabic class… Shaikh Zaid is the one who inspired me”. 
Ent03F, “I was thinking I would like to have a business because my 
father”. Ent04M, “I always use to go with my father when he use to 
travel, I was 12/13 years old I enjoyed that experience so may be that also 
influenced me”. The participants essentially revealed early influences that 
arguably developed different facets of their personality and made them 
who they are. Interestingly, every entrepreneur had a deep-rooted history 
of entrepreneurship in their family. This also seems to inspire them, 
instilling a need for independence and achievement.

Emp01F: One of my aunts also has a business she sells Abayas… my uncle, 
who is a business man, he still actually encourages me from time 
to time… I had a different opportunity but I could not go for it 
because my dad got sick and in that case family takes priority… 
family is a major factor but it depends… actually this was one 
the main reasons I did not start because I had to look after my 
dad… I would give up my job and go for business if I had to 
only look after myself… or if the family was doing well… or if 
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I was the youngest child… I am the eldest I am tied to responsi-
bility (to family)….

Emp02M: …family would get affected if I failed in business and I was 
thinking it will have a higher chance of failure than succeed-
ing… and some businessman can get help (financial) from their 
family but I could not get this at the time… within my family 
there are no business man… I am the eldest I had financial 
responsibilities and had to get another income to be able to help 
my family….

Emp03F: I am in the middle I have 6 older and younger brothers and 
sisters…. there is no one in the family that owns a business… 
may be when I see my brothers and sisters, older than me, I don’t 
want to end up like them, I want to be better than them, when 
my younger sister looks at me she should want to be like me….

Emp04M: I have to work to support my family this was my first priority… 
I have financial responsibility I am the eldest in the family so I 
have to take care of them until they grow so I have to sacrifice 
something of myself….

Circumstances faced by the employee sample segment are clearly quite 
different. Financial responsibility seems to be a prevailing issue that has 
arguably hampered their likelihood of new venture creation. Emp01F, 
“actually this was one the main reasons I did not start because I had to 
look after my dad”. Emp02M, “I am the eldest I had financial responsi-
bilities and had to get another income to be able to help my family”. 
Emp03F, “may be when I see my brothers and sisters, older than me, I 
don’t want to end up like them I want to be better them”. Emp04M, “I 
have financial responsibility I am the eldest in the family so I have to take 
care of them”. Unlike the entrepreneur sample, family largely had a nega-
tive influence on employees in regard to starting their business. It was also 
interesting to observe that there was no significant history of entrepre-
neurship in their families. Income or class may also play a role in this 
context.

Inc01F: Then there is also the issue that most of them are in a very com-
fortable situation, 80% of the Emiratis work for the Government 
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today where they have short working hours, good salaries and a 
safe working environment (job security)… it depends on the 
situation and the person’s personality and their passion, ambi-
tion, persistence… the family can be positive and negative it 
depends on the family situation for everything… depends on the 
family… the more traditional the more strict… their back-
ground and their own family culture….

Inc02M: The family is probably supporting in the initial stages, especially 
when they are boot strapping, and they give them the encourage-
ment to start and try it out so it does not matter if you fall of you 
(on your) face, we will pick you up so it takes away some of the 
stigma….

In regard to circumstances, although insights into financial situation 
were lacking, the incubator managers did confirm the role of family as a 
positive or negative influence. Inc01F, “depends on the family situation 
for everything”. Inc02M, “The family is probably supporting in the ini-
tial stages… they give them the encouragement to start and try it out so 
it does not matter if you fall on your face”. Interestingly, employment was 
also highlighted. Well paid and secure government jobs have also been 
highlighted by previous research as they influence levels of motivation 
and intentions of potential Emiratis entrepreneurs (Horne et al. 2011; 
Sowmya et al. 2010). However, the lure of government jobs did not seem 
to hold back Ent01M and Ent04M, both of whom gave up lucrative 
government jobs and took a huge pay cut to start their businesses. The 
key difference here was variations in family circumstances and their 
financial position, which defined priorities and influenced how they per-
ceived risk.

 Family Approval

A number of studies carried out in the region have revealed the difficul-
ties for female entrepreneurs in gaining family approval (Erogul and 
McCrohan 2008; Hossan et al. 2013; Itani et al. 2011). However, the 
interview data has produced some conflicting findings. While gaining 
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approval is important, female entrepreneurs did not see this as a major 
barrier. The differences in findings may be explained by the fact that the 
sample involved in this study was made up of graduates and their family 
culture had already permitted them to participate in the world of work. 
Thus, gaining family approval was not a major concern for female partici-
pants in this study. Nevertheless, the fact that they mentioned it and the 
male participants did not, indicated this issue does affect female entrepre-
neurs in the UAE to some extent.

Ent02F: …family is important… I would have started even if I had no 
support, but if they said what you are doing is wrong and it does 
not give society any benefit… If I got my support from my hus-
band I don’t care about anyone else… I think it’s the same for 
most people that they only need the approval of their husband or 
their father. If the father said yes then they will not care ….

Ent03F: …my father is trusting about me and what I can do… my 
father decided with my husband because he cannot do anything 
without telling my husband… my husband he told me you can 
do whatever you can….

For the entrepreneurs’ sample segment, family approval only seemed 
to affect the female participants. Ent02F, “I think it’s the same for most 
people that they only need the approval of their husband or their father”. 
Ent03F, “my father decided with my husband because he cannot do any-
thing without telling my husband”. The approval is akin to permission in 
this context; whether the family supports the idea and the entrepreneur 
will be discussed in later sub-themes. However, it is important to make 
the distinction between permission and support at this juncture. The role 
of the male as the head of the family is also noteworthy.

Emp01F: Yes (I discuss ideas) always with my mum… I like to take dif-
ferent perspectives I like to ask different people, my mum’s opin-
ion is important it may not change what I want to do but I 
might adjust… family is important but it depends mum’s opin-
ion vs someone sick (life and death) in the family is different..
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Emp03F: …my family would encourage me…. mum was the first person 
I talked to about the business….

The employee sample confirmed that, although family played an 
important role for female participants, they did not need approval to take 
certain actions. They also highlighted the role of the mother in the 
approval process, as opposed to only the male family figure head. It was 
also encouraging to observe that although female participants clearly 
required some sort of approval from the family, mainly the male head of 
the family, they were not discouraged and were able to gain approval.

Inc01F: …maybe sometimes family and friends, actually most of the 
time, are barriers. Some families discourage to start their own 
businesses, it’s like saying ok you have a job you are getting an 
income why do you need to do extra work. So they would rather 
have them in a job, it’s also more secure….

Only one of the incubator managers could provide insights into the 
family approval dynamic, highlighting the family as a discouraging ele-
ment. Inc01F highlighted that although, if persistent enough, approval 
could be obtained, the family may initially discourage. The level of initial 
support or later approval may also rest on whether there is a history of 
entrepreneurship in the family. Otherwise, the family member responsi-
ble for granting approval may not understand the need to undertake 
additional risk or, indeed, additional work; Inc01F, “you have a job you 
are getting an income why do you need to do extra work?”

 Family Support

Previous studies in the UAE have highlighted the importance of family 
support in determining success for entrepreneurs (Bahrami 2014; Erogul 
and McCrohan 2008). The interview data revealed family support mainly 
affected female participants positively. Unlike other countries in the 
region (Mathew 2010), family has been identified as a positive support 
mechanism for female entrepreneurs within the UAE (Bahrami 2014; 
Erogul and McCrohan 2008). Interview data also confirmed these 
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 findings. A crucial role of the family is linked to providing emotional and 
practical support (Krueger and Brazeal 1994). Along with practical sup-
port with children, the female entrepreneurs highlighted emotional sup-
port as the most important benefit. The importance of emotional support 
has also been recognized by previous studies in the UAE (Erogul and 
McCrohan 2008).

Ent01M: I had my work, my studies and my family, that was enough for 
me… not sure if that was a barrier.

Ent02F: My husband support me a lot he is taking care of the babies 
when I am not there, my family and my mother in law also 
help, they give me their opinion on the styles, garments, with the 
website whenever I need anything they will be there…. family 
is one of the reasons for my success, without them I would not be 
able to do all these things, actually if I did not get the support 
from my family I would not even finish my education….

Ent03F: I showed my husband everything he said OMG how did you do 
this… now you should do it (start-business) he helped me a lot 
because I was pregnant with my third baby… my sister helped 
me compare prices… My father was helping me and advising 
me on what I can do, different options….

Ent04M: …the family is an enabler and a black hole because they want 
me to become like a normal person because I could have a big 
responsible position, but at the same time they are pushing me 
when they see my picture in the newspaper….

Similar to approval, family support mainly seemed to affect female 
entrepreneurs in the sample. Ent02F, “my husband support me a lot he is 
taking care of the babies… family is one of the reasons for my success”. 
Ent03F, “I showed my husband he helped me a lot because I was preg-
nant with my third baby”. Family support to establish and run the busi-
ness was clearly very important to the female entrepreneurs. While family 
played an important role for male entrepreneurs, for example, Ent01M, 
“my family that was enough for me… not sure if that was a barrier”. 
Ent04M, “the family is an enabler and a black hole”. The family seems to 
weigh down the male entrepreneurs. In contrast, female entrepreneurs 
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seem to benefit from the practical and emotional support provided by the 
family.

Emp01F: When I told my mother she said the Emirati society is different 
from the international society so she said people are going to 
think this is ridiculous because people (Emirati) normally just 
give away their clothes and they don’t seek money for these….

Emp03F: …maybe they see me differently, they see me as someone with 
more capability because I was an A student I don’t need to be 
reminded of doing things and can count on me….

Emp04M: I have support from my family they are saying one day you will 
retire so do you want to live on the pension alone?

Because the employee sample had not started a business, it was not 
possible to demonstrate the family support dynamic in this context. 
However, the participants did highlight the importance of family sup-
port. Emp01F, “when I told my mother she said people are going to think 
this is ridiculous”. Emp03F, “maybe they see me differently… they can 
count on me”. Emp04M, “I have support from my family. This suggested 
the level of perceived family support may encourage or discourage 
Emiratis to start the business”. Emp03F, “also highlighted emotional sup-
port and possible impact on confidence derived from family support”.

Inc02M: The family is probably supporting in the initial stages, especially 
when they are boot strapping, and they give them the encourage-
ment to start and try it out so it does not matter if you fall of you 
face, we will pick you up so it takes away some of the stigma….

One of the incubator managers also highlighted the importance of 
emotional family support at different stages of the entrepreneurial pro-
cess. As approval from a male figurehead in the family seemed to cancel 
out some of the negative cultural elements, it would seem the emotional 
family support also tended to pacify some of the social constraints placed 
on Emirati entrepreneurs.

 W. A. Minhas



 129

 Commitment to Family

In line with other sub-themes discussed thus far, commitment to family 
encompasses the importance Emiratis associate with family. This is also 
affected by the social roles assigned by traditional cultural and religious 
structures. The types of commitment toward the family were mainly 
expressed as emotional and financial. However, the level of commitment 
was determined by an individual’s position among siblings and the fam-
ily’s financial health or social class. These factors also seemed to affect how 
individuals perceived risk and evaluated business propositions.

Ent01M: I had my own issues, my father passed away in 2009… I had 
my younger brothers and sisters to look after, below 18, now 
after 6 year they are married and working so at that time… 
there were lots of possibilities and I had to choose, take care of 
the family or start a business…. actually I knew I postponed it 
I could have started in 2008… but you know how it is there are 
things you want and Allah wants….

Ent02F: …that’s why I decided to leave my job... to find a better work 
life balance … I was scared that I would not be able to manage 
(she took a pause here  – her eyes watered  - this is clearly an 
issue) – but I tried my best to balance but I don’t think I lost 
that balance… may be sometimes it is normal but I am 
trying….

Ent03F: …but you know we are in the UAE and we are not telling our 
husbands that I want and I want, if he can do it then he will… 
but I know that I cannot ask him to buy me the things I’m used 
to, So I thought maybe you can do something to help yourself...

Ent04M: …it could mean having your own family, wedding, the nice 
cars, and I did sacrifice all these things… the business was one 
of the reasons I did not get married… because you know how 
expensive is it to get married here….

Commitment to the family revealed some interesting aspects about the 
motivation of Emirati entrepreneurs. Again, the family seemed to act as 
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a barrier or an enabler for entrepreneurs. Ent01M, “lots of possibilities 
and I had to choose, take care of the family or start a business”. Ent03F, 
“I know that I cannot ask him to buy me the things I’m used to, so I 
thought maybe you can do something to help yourself ”. Commitment to 
family can also affect the way entrepreneurs work once they have started. 
Ent02F, “find a better work life balance I was scared that I would not be 
able to manage”. Lastly, entrepreneurs may not see compatibility between 
business and family in regard to spending enough time with them. 
Ent04M, “it could mean having your own family, wedding I did sacrifice 
all these things… the business was one of the reasons I did not get mar-
ried”. Ent01M, “I had to choose take care of the family or start a busi-
ness”. In other words, they were unwilling to do both at the same time; 
this notion is also supported by responses from the employee sample.

Emp01F: I don’t come from a rich family so I wanted to have a different 
sources of income for myself and for my family… I actually did 
study accountancy to get a good job otherwise I wanted to be an 
artist….

Emp02M: …within my family there are no business man I want to be the 
first one… it will help my family (non-financial) enhance them 
(socially)… it’s important to help because they are my family I 
want to do good for them, help them ….

Emp03F: …when my younger sister looks at me she should want to be like 
me…Emp04M: Honestly if I want do business then I cannot do 
both work and business you cannot have time for both of them, 
especially you have to take care of your family also, three respon-
sibilities.. Obviously something will be damaged, either the 
business, your work or your family…

The incubator managers did not have much to say in regard to this sub-
theme. However, it is clear from the account of the employee sample segment 
that commitment to the family and acting in accordance with their benefit is 
a major influence on the way Emiratis behave. Emp01F, “I actually did study 
accountancy to get a good job otherwise I wanted to be an artist”. Emp02M, 
“it’s important to help because they are my family I want to do good for 
them”. Emp04M, “then I cannot do both work and business you cannot have 
time for both of them, especially you have to take care of your family”. 
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Comments from the employee sample demonstrated that young Emiratis, 
whether choosing employment over starting a business, choosing a certain 
degree program over another or simply intending to achieve more, are heavily 
affected by their commitment to the family. This sub-theme suggests young 
Emiratis are firmly committed to putting their family’s needs above their own.

In summary, the two themes described thus far highlight some of the 
key factors that affect Emirati entrepreneurs. These factors influence their 
intentions and the strength of their conviction in acting upon their inten-
tions. This chapter also highlights the strength of closely related external 
factors such as family, what Liñan (2011) calls closer valuation. However, 
it would seem for the Emirati entrepreneur the closer environment is 
deeply rooted and has far reaching consequences for their personal ambi-
tion and decision making.
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6
Entrepreneurship in the UAE (II)

Part two of entrepreneurship in the UAE reports on the research results, 
outlining the major themes of culture and perceived behavior control. 
These themes emerged from interviews conducted with young Emiratis 
that all reported to have entrepreneurial intentions as undergraduates, 
but not all of them were able to act on these intentions. These themes 
help explain the entrepreneurial gap and related challenges and opportu-
nities for entrepreneurship within the UAE. The theme of culture includes 
the sub-themes of collectivist nationalism, perceptions of entrepreneur-
ship, religion and tradition, and, lastly, reputation. The theme of per-
ceived behavior control includes the sub-themes of access to finance, 
access to support, competition, education, market knowledge, and time. 
As with the previous chapter, all of the themes were supported by direct 
quotations from the participants themselves.

Some of the sample’s demographic information is repeated here for 
the benefit of the reader. The phenomenon of entrepreneurship is 
inextricably bound in individual experience and context, which makes 
its study more complex. In addition, this chapter also provides the 
individual context of the main sample which should provide the reader 

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-76436-8_6&domain=pdf
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with a more intimate view of the sample, without compromising indi-
vidual privacy. The real names of participants have been omitted. The 
sample of four graduates that managed to start a business is repre-
sented as, for example, “Ent01M”. The “Ent” indicates they are entre-
preneurs, the number indicates the sample count and M or F indicates 
whether they were male or female. Similarly, “Emp” is used to repre-
sent the sample of graduates who are employees and in effect failed to 
start a business but found employment. In the same way, “Inc 
in Inc01F” represents the smaller sample of two incubator managers.

The demographic statistics in part (I) highlights that an equal num-
ber of male and female participants were used in interviews. Excluding 
the incubator manager sample, participants’ age ranged from 24 to 36 
years, with an average of 28.75 years. With the exception of two partici-
pants, each graduate was from a different subject area. Subject areas 
have been omitted but they ranged from Accounting to Mechanical 
Engineering. With the exception of one participant who graduated five 
years ago, the sample had graduated within the last two years. All of the 
participants were Emiratis, UAE nationals working in Sharjah or 
Dubai. However, their permanent residence is located in a range of dif-
ferent Emirates. For the incubator managers sample, the “(Bus)” high-
lighted in Table 5.1 under “number of employees”, indicates the number 
of businesses currently under incubation.

Interestingly, when comparing the average age of each sample group 
separately, there was a noticeable difference. For example, the average age 
of entrepreneurs was 30.75 years whereas the employees’ average was 
26.75 years. The four-year difference may indicate that these entrepre-
neurs did not jump into starting a business straight away and waited after 
graduation. This notion is supported by the fact that nearly all entrepre-
neurs interviewed were previously employed for a short while and some 
continued to post-graduate education.

Further attention to the entrepreneur sample also highlighted that all 
of the businesses were nascent businesses. The number of employees 
ranged from 7 to 4 and the average age of these businesses was 2.25 
years. This had positive implications for the study as the participants 
were able to provide the latest insights into the experience of opening a 
business from an Emirati perspective.
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 Individual Context

This section provides a narrative of the individual context of each partici-
pant from the main sample of entrepreneurs and employees. Despite hav-
ing written consent of participants to use their real names, codes have 
been used to ensure privacy and to avoid any potential situation that may 
compromise the participants’ position due to implications of the analysis 
section. Ent01–04 represent the sample of entrepreneurs, whereas 
Emp01–04 represent the sample of employees.

Ent01M is a single Emirati male who had been interested in starting a 
business since an early age. As an undergraduate he had dabbled in real estate 
but never actually opened an official real estate business. After initially gradu-
ating with a Bachelor’s degree he worked for a public sector organization for 
a few years. During this time, he also completed his Master’s degree, but left 
his high ranking position as a government employee to start his business. 
Ent01M is passionate about technology and that is one of the reasons he 
started an IT business. He is the eldest of four children and from a well-to-do 
family that has a history of entrepreneurship, extending from his grandfather 
to his father. However, Ent01M’s chosen field of business is very different 
from that of his father and grandfather. Ent01M is yet to break-even but 
explained that income streams were improving.

Ent02F is a married Emirati female who married at an early age and is now 
a mother of two children. She had always wanted to own a business. She is 
passionate about advancing female leadership and this is also the topic of her 
Master’s degree. After initially graduating with a Bachelor’s degree she worked 
for a bank, but left to complete her Master’s, and it was during the Master’s 
program that she was able to take advantage of a government funded pro-
gram to initiate her business in the fashion industry. Ent02F is from a well-
to-do family with a history of entrepreneurship, as her father and sister also 
own businesses. However, Ent02F has opened her business in an entirely 
different sector. Her business is profitable and succeeding in a competitive 
market and Ent02F is in the process of scaling up her business this year.

Ent03F is a married Emirati female who married at an early age and is 
now a mother of three children: she always wanted to own a business. In 
fact, after receiving a small loan from her father, she started her business 
in the fashion industry as an undergraduate. After graduating, she focused 
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on the business but now Ent03F also works for a public sector organiza-
tion. Ent03F is from a well-to-do family. There seems to be no history of 
entrepreneurship in the family as both her parents and husband are work-
ing in the public sector. Ent03F runs a luxury fashion business that is 
profitable. She seems to be content with keeping the business small, 
although her customer base extends across the UAE.

Ent04M is a single male who is passionate about motor sports. His busi-
ness is a sports marketing company, one of only a few in the region. After 
graduation, Ent04M worked in the public sector for a few years before 
leaving his job to start his business. During this time, he also completed his 
Masters. Ent04M is from a well-to-do family. There is a strong history of 
entrepreneurship in the family, with his father, uncles and grandfather all 
owning successful businesses. However, Ent04M has opted for a very dif-
ferent sector to open his own business. Ent04M is yet to break-even.

Emp01F is a single female who wanted to start a business but, due to a 
range of reasons, she had to find employment. She is from a moderate income 
household. Emp01F is the eldest of three children and, due to unforeseen 
events; she is partially responsible for generating an income for the family. 
After graduation, Emp01F started working in a public sector organization, 
which she feels is rewarding but not challenging her enough. She has a strong 
academic background and is still planning to open her business one day.

Emp02M is an Emirati male who has recently got married. He is the 
eldest of six children and has financial responsibilities for the extended 
family. Emp02M is from a moderate income household. He had always 
wanted to own a business, but after graduating with a Diploma he had to 
start work as soon as possible; so he started work in a public sector orga-
nization. He has been working there for a few years, during which time 
he has gone back to University to finish his BA, which he completed this 
year. Emp02M has a very distinct business idea, in the food and beverage 
sector, which he wants to implement.

Emp03F is a single female who wanted to start a business but, due to a 
range of reasons, she chose to find employment. She is the fourth in a fam-
ily of six children. She has a strong academic background and works for a 
well-known multinational company. Emp03F is from a moderate income 
household but she does not have any financial obligations to the family. 
Emp03F would like to open a café but for the time being she is inundated 
with a heavy work load and cannot see this happening in the near future.
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Emp04M is a single male who came close to starting a business many 
times in his life, but has not managed to do so for a range of reasons. He 
is from a moderate income family. Emp04M is the eldest out of four 
children and, due to unforeseen circumstances, he has full financial 
responsibility for the household. Therefore, when he graduated with a 
diploma, he had to find employment and start working for a public sec-
tor organization. In this time he has finished his Bachelor’s degree.

 Theme Three: Culture

Culture can shape an individual’s motivation, self-concept, personality, 
and cognition (Bandura 1977; Urban 2010). Principally considering the 
US context, Schein (1983, 2004) argued that cultural influences shaped 
entrepreneurs’ assumptions and outlooks on how their firms should oper-
ate; therefore, social culture largely directed organizational culture. 
However, in regard to specific cultural influences on starting a business, 
although some studies in the United States found that culture indirectly 
affected individual attitudes and perceived success in certain actions, they 
did not find direct links between entrepreneurial intentions and culture 
(Krueger and Brazeal 1994; Krueger et  al. 2000). In the Middle East, 
culture plays a stronger role in predicting entrepreneurial action and 
studies conducted in the region indicated stronger correlations between 
culture and entrepreneurial intentions (Erogul and McCrohan 2008; 
Itani et al. 2011). Within the theme of culture, sub-themes of collectivist 
nationalism, perceptions of entrepreneurship, religion and tradition, and, 
lastly, reputation appeared most consistently in the interview responses.

 Collectivist Nationalism

In a study of Emirati and non-Emirati youths in the Emirate of Ras al Khaimah 
(UAE), Jones (2011) found Emirati youths to have high nationalist tendencies. 
A sense of nationalism can instill higher purpose and spur individuals to achieve 
more: countries such as China and South Korea exemplify this notion well 
(Christiansen & Koeman 2015; Jones 2011). Furthermore, the previous theme 
of family pointed to a collectivist culture within the UAE. Along with family, 
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responses from the entrepreneurs’ sample outlined a clear sense of duty toward 
country and community. Although some have argued that collectivism can 
have a negative effect on entrepreneurship (Zeffane 2014), for the entrepre-
neurs in this study, collectivism and nationalism combined point to a powerful 
source of motivation that drives them to better themselves and their society.

Ent01M: …at the same time you put something to the community 
and that’s good because if you do something good you are 
helping so many people… I will give something from myself 
and do something for the country… I understand the  people, 
the area the culture…because you want to feel like you have 
left something good for the community…

Ent02F: I feel like the government gives us everything so when I finish 
my MBA I have to do something in return… so having a 
business is not only for myself this is something I have to do 
for my country…

Ent04M: I would say the UAE is like my family I have to raise the flag 
as much as I can the UAE flag is important to us… it’s like 
something that you belong to… for the national feeling the 
Emirati feeling… When it comes to the sports business I 
want to show the people that we have Emirati Talent, we 
have the Heroes, this is what I have been working for, it really 
means something because I belong to this country this is also 
everyone’s duty, because the UAE given us a lot you know… 
not many people can say they were cheering on an Emirati in 
the middle of the desert, I don’t want to give this up and go 
behind the desk…

All but one of the entrepreneurs exhibited strong nationalistic and col-
lectivist tendencies. Ent01M, “something to the community… some-
thing for the country”. Ent02F, “I feel like the government gives us 
everything… I have to do for my country”. Ent04M, “I would say the 
UAE is like my family I have to raise the flag as much as I can…this is 
also everyone’s duty, because the UAE given us a lot”. While religion and 
culture also played a role, the sense of nationalism and community 
seemed to pour out a sense of obligation linked to the benefits provided 
by the country and political leadership.
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Emp01F: …people around the world have a negative view of the mid-
dle east but the UAE gave me so much, like free education 
free health care so perhaps somehow if I started this business 
and it made it locally, regionally and if it goes international, 
then perhaps we can show the world a different perspective 
about us, that if we are given the opportunity we have the 
potential we have ambition we are more than what is usu-
ally shown on the TV or media…

Emp02M: I can help them (other family members) open businesses as 
well, it will also help the country grow in terms of the econ-
omy, because it affect back towards us on other levels… 
having more local businesses will enhance the UAE income 
and it will contribute to general conditions like education 
etc.

Emp03F: …when they talk to the younger generation they say that 
you are the country’s leaders, you are the ones that will drive 
the country to be ambitious, try to succeed in your life we 
will support you with whatever you need…

The response from the employee segment was similar to the entrepre-
neurs and it confirmed that Emiratis’ ambition was influenced by a sense 
of nationalism, which mainly stemmed from the political leadership. 
Emp01F, “the world have a negative view of the Middle East but the 
UAE gave me so much, perhaps we can show the world a different per-
spective about us”. Emp02M, “having more local businesses will enhance 
the UAE income”. Emp03F, “younger generation they say that you (the 
young generation) the country’s leaders, you are the ones that will drive 
the country to be ambitious, try to succeed”. Similar to the entrepreneur 
segment, arguably, the sense of nationalism for female participants in the 
employee segment came from the political leadership and an obligation 
to the country. A notion of needing to prove themselves to the world was 
also interesting.

Inc01F: …they want to start a business to contribute to the UAE 
economy? Like prove to the world that Emiratis can run their 
own businesses… they want to build the UAE brand and 
market the UAE to the outside world… most of the people 
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here are attached to the UAE and we want to give something 
back to the UAE… because you know our leaders provided 
us with a lot of facilities like education and healthcare, so we 
are blessed in this country so we feel it’s the time to give 
something back contribute back to the UAE…

Inc02M: …they are following a vision of being the number 1, I think 
that is something that is very much pushed and emphasized 
through the ruler’s office…

The sample of incubator managers captured the sub-theme of collec-
tivism and nationalism well. Inc01F, “they want to start a business to 
contributing to the UAE economy… prove to the world… give some-
thing back to the UAE… our leaders provided us with a lot of facilities”. 
Inc02M, “they are following a vision of being the number 1… empha-
sized through the ruler’s office”. The sense of nationalism seemed to drive 
Emiratis and instill a sense of ambition and the achievement motive. The 
role of government in promoting nationalism was also noteworthy.

 Perceptions of Entrepreneurship

Previous studies in the UAE have highlighted positive perceptions of 
entrepreneurship, especially among Emirati undergraduates (Sowmya 
et al. 2010). These positive perceptions also explain high levels of entre-
preneurial intentions among Emirati undergraduates (Bahrami 2014; 
Itani et  al. 2011; Sowmya et  al. 2010). The interview data confirmed 
largely positive perceptions of entrepreneurship. Furthermore, the data 
also revealed that positive attitudes toward entrepreneurship mainly 
derived from GSPs and political leadership. Participants expressed posi-
tive attitudes toward entrepreneurship: for example, they saw it as a 
worthwhile task and a valuable career option that was well supported. 
However, one female participant did highlight negative cultural percep-
tions of entrepreneurship.

Ent01M: …one of the factors is the country is pushing me… the 
country is saying our people we are supporting you, the 
leaders are pushing us, the rules and regulations every year, 
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they are pushing so now were are confident when we know 
we have a leader that support and pushes us… so that is a 
big push you feel it inside…

Ent02F: …culture can be negative but I had the support from my 
husband… culture in general is not supportive not too 
much because culturally people don’t want people to be bet-
ter than them… I had to go to a networking event to mar-
ket, I found there a lot of negative questions like, oh you 
still have time you are still young… when locals (Emiratis) 
get all this support they know they will pay different than 
others, quarter of the amount, they will dream big… they 
imagine that everything will be very fast, they will get this 
and this…

Ent03F: Culturally Emiratis looks at businessmen and women more 
favorably…

Ent04M: …we need to change the stereotypes about Emirati… to 
start something creative innovative that can go to interna-
tional level… most of the businesses here are like restau-
rants, laundries etc we want to change the stereo type not 
just for the international community but also for the local 
people… because some people think we are lazy… but we 
are capable…

The entrepreneur sample’s perceptions toward entrepreneurship were 
slightly mixed. They were either positive or identified with a need for posi-
tive change. Ent01M, “now we are confident when we know we have a 
leader that support and pushes us”. Ent03F, “culturally Emiratis looks at 
businessmen and women more favourably”. Ent04M, “we need to change 
the stereotypes about Emirati… to start something creative innovative”. 
One of the female participants did identify with a negative cultural percep-
tion of entrepreneurship. Ent02F, “culture in general is not supportive not 
too much because culturally people don’t want people to be better than 
them”. However, this might be explained through her personal experience 
of trying to break into a male dominated industry as a young female entre-
preneur. Nevertheless, participants’ perceptions of cultural support for 
entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial opportunities were largely positive.
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Emp01F: Cultural does effect, but I had many experiences at college 
that sort of created a bullet proof vest that I don’t really 
care… as long as it is serving a good purpose then it’s fine… 
actually like this country motivates me… whenever you 
open the news every day you see successful people you see 
the number of people who are going after what they like…

Emp02M: For myself in the UAE there are a lot of opportunities they 
are pushing people to start… I have read quite a lot about it 
in newspapers about Khalifa Fund also there are a lot of 
accounts on Instagram which supports these business 
ideas…

Emp03F: General culture in Sharjah, UAE is supportive of entrepre-
neurship, I just feel like from the new businesses that young 
people started, they are supported because they want them 
to do well… may be the older generation is less support-
ive… because they say to start the business you have to be a 
certain age you cannot start when you are too young and 
there are certain types of businesses that you cannot go into 
(religious reasons) all of my friends are ambitious, they all 
want to start a business…

Emp04M: …culture is important but it depends on their family – the 
rich families are encouraging their kids to do something 
with business, but some families for example me… they 
have the family responsibility I have to work to support 
them so they can have a decent life… my friends motivating 
me they have their own real estate business, especially in 
Dubai, they are recommending me to buy a land so that is 
pushing me…

Comments from the employee sample segment explained some of the 
variations identified in the entrepreneurs’ responses. As with the entre-
preneur sample, the responses from the employee sample were largely 
positive. Emp02M, “in the UAE there are a lot of opportunities they are 
pushing people to start”. Emp03F, “general culture in Sharjah, UAE is 
supportive of entrepreneurship. However, as one of the female partici-
pants alludes to, there may be some less obvious deficiencies”. Emp01F, 
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“culture does affect, but I had many experiences at college that sort of 
created a bullet proof vest that I don’t really care”.

More importantly the participants also highlighted a complicated web of 
influences that develop participants’ cultural perceptions about entrepreneur-
ship. Emp03F, “they are supported because they want them to do well… 
maybe the older generation is less supportive… you have to be a certain age 
you cannot start when you are too young, certain types of businesses”. 
Emp04M, “culture is important but it depends on their family”. There was 
an observable difference in the way entrepreneurs’ and employees’ percep-
tions toward entrepreneurship were developed. For entrepreneurs, govern-
ment support and political leadership were the main influencers. However, 
for employees this field extended to include friends and family.

Inc01F: …it’s an international city so it’s like grabbing that oppor-
tunity, rather than being a normal employee and a con-
sumer for other business may be you can start your own 
business and take this opportunity of being a National… 
this is what I hear, even me if I have a new idea they say why 
are you wasting your time or ok there are risks involved in 
the business why you want to take that risk, this discourages 
people…

Inc02M: Absolutely culture is changing, I can see huge steps forward 
in just the last 3.5 years that I have been here. I would say 
generally there are not many people that start something 
and then close it down because it did not work out and then 
start again, people try to make sure they move forwards in a 
responsible way and not in this. com way, so it seems there 
is a lot of sensibility in start-ups here… Emiratis are used to 
a high standard of living today compared to any other coun-
try especially here in Dubai and AD, so boot strapping your 
way to a start-up you must be quite committed anyway and 
really believe in what they are doing…

Comments from the incubator managers support this sub-theme as 
Emirati perceptions of entrepreneurship were largely positive and aligned 
with perceptions of entrepreneurial opportunity. Inc01F, “maybe you can 
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start your own business and take this opportunity of being a National”. 
Inc02M, “people try to make sure they move forwards in a responsible 
way and not in this. com way”. Incubator managers also highlighted the 
complex nature and origins of these perceptions. Inc01F, “they say why 
you are wasting your time or ok there are risks involved in the business 
why you want to take that risk”. This confirmed that while cultural per-
ceptions about entrepreneurship were largely positive, there were ele-
ments that discouraged and even discriminated against risk, which could 
ultimately play a negative role in developing Emirati perceptions. 
Interestingly, incubator managers also highlighted that positive percep-
tions of entrepreneurship were linked to high levels of perceived oppor-
tunity. This notion is supported by previous studies in the UAE and 
beyond (Dayan et al. 2013; Berglund 2007).

 Religion and Tradition

Webber’s work on the protestant work ethic highlights the historical rec-
ognition of the role that religion can play in influencing individuals and 
the economic decisions they make (Kim 2012). More recently, in a study 
of over 90,000 Indian workers, Audretsch (2007) found religion to sig-
nificantly affect the likelihood of starting a business. Religion plays a big 
role in the UAE and encompasses tradition and culture to a large extent. 
Previous studies in the UAE have highlighted that Emirati entrepreneurs 
are strongly affected by religion and tradition (Erogul and McCrohan 
2008). Therefore, although these two constructs may have been high-
lighted separately in studies carried out in different regions, a decision 
was made to combine these two aspects. The interview data supported 
findings from previous studies that emphasized the importance of reli-
gion and tradition in the UAE society (Erogul and McCrohan 2008).

Ent01M: The main thing was I did not want to start with a loan… I 
did not want to pay interest because of religious reasons, 
this feeling of obligation to help the country is from first 
our teacher (Prophet) Mohammad (PBUH) then from 
 family my parent have taught me to do good things, then 
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outside the home today and before we had great leaders 
who were really pushing their own people to do good and 
they were helping, providing them with the opportunity… 
for example when Shaikh Zaid said we don’t create coun-
tries without men…

Ent02F: When I started the business I have to meet suppliers many 
different people, a lot of guys, this is not really allowed… 
for example we changed the color of the Abaya (type of 
everyday clothing) culturally this is not accepted, but change 
is happening this young generation is really strong so we 
will change it…

Ent04M: This sense of family I think its general feeling in the UAE…
the way we are raised the way we are close to the UAE I 
think… from day one when Dubai was a small family every-
body used to help each other and it’s grown from there… 
it’s my duty to make sure the one next door is living as 
happy as I am… This sense of duty & responsibility comes 
from our religion maybe and also the way we have been 
raised…

The sample of entrepreneurs placed high value on religion and tradi-
tion. These factors were inseparable and interwoven into the cultural tap-
estry of the UAE.  However, religion and tradition seemed to affect 
entrepreneurs in different ways. For some, they were clearly a source of 
inspiration. Ent01M, “this feeling of obligation to help the country is 
from first our teacher (Prophet) Mohammad (PBUH)… family… then 
outside the home today and before we had great leaders”. Ent04M, “this 
sense of duty & responsibility comes from our religion maybe and also 
the way we have been raised”. Other entrepreneurs saw tradition as a bar-
rier but also highlighted change. Ent02F, “I have to meet suppliers many 
different people, a lot of guys, this is not really allowed… change is hap-
pening this young generation is really strong”. As outlined by Ent02F, 
religion and tradition can also restrict entrepreneurship. However, as 
highlighted in the earlier themes of family, these only seemed to affect 
female entrepreneurs. Furthermore, religion and tradition also seemed to 
affect access to finance, more specifically interest based finance.
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Emp01F: I feel like it’s an obligation (to give something back to soci-
ety) it’s just part of being a good citizen… it’s just general 
moral to be a good citizen… it’s part of our religion…

Emp04M: …religion has an effect for example we cannot buy and sell 
pork because we are Muslims it will not be acceptable for us, 
so it restricts the type of business but that’s it…

The employee sample’s responses to religion and tradition were simi-
lar to the entrepreneurs’ responses; however, it did not register as a 
major factor. Similar to the sub-theme of family support, the lack of 
importance employees associate with religion and tradition, in starting 
a business, may be due to the fact they have not started a business. 
Nevertheless, it did come across as an important behavior moderator. 
Emp01F, “to be a good citizen… its part of our religion”. Emp04M, 
“religion has an effect… so it restricts the type of business but that’s it”. 
Thus, religion and tradition seemed to either inspire Emiratis or at 
times pose challenges. These challenges seem to be more prevalent for 
female Emiratis; nevertheless, they are overcoming these challenges and 
perceive positive change.

Inc01F: …this is how we feel? You know this is coming from the 
love we have for the country and for the leaders also our life 
style… we are attached to our country… this is the place 
where we belong.

Inc02M: …well I think the traditional culture is not really speaks for 
trying out something new but I think this is what the ruler 
is successfully trying to change…

Although the incubator managers did not mention religion, they 
did corroborate the multifaceted effects of tradition. On the one hand 
a sense of belonging, lifestyle and love for the country, with national-
istic undertones, seemed to inspire Emiratis and guide their moral 
compass. On the other hand, tradition (pressure from older genera-
tions) deterred them from trying out something new (Inc02M). 
However, positive change was also highlighted by different segments.
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 Reputation

Although research on reputation and its effects on entrepreneurship is 
lacking within the UAE, studies conducted in related disciplines, for 
example, business to business relationships, found that Emiratis placed a 
high value on reputation and the consequences of injured reputations 
were highly damaging (Houjeir and Brennan 2014). The sub-theme of 
reputation was gender specific as none of the female participants men-
tioned it as an issue. On the other hand, all male participants highlighted 
the importance of reputation or social standing.

Ent01M: I am risking funds, time that I am spending here and not at 
work and trust of the market, my reputation.

Ent04M: I’m risking reputation I had a good job then I was nothing, 
but I don’t have any regrets…

Emp02M: I mean something that will maintain for me my self- 
confidence, have enough money and also a good reputation 
in front of people…

Emp04M: …reputation is very important in every country… if I will 
lose my own money and I will go to the prison and my fam-
ily reputation will go down especially if I have sisters then 
this will affect them when they want to get married, because 
one family members reputation extends to the rest of the 
family…

The key difference between entrepreneurs and employees seems to be 
that entrepreneurs were able to risk their reputation. Ent01M, “I am 
 risking… my reputation”. Ent04M, “I’m risking reputation”. Conversely, 
the employees were not willing to risk their reputation. Emp02M, “I 
mean something that will maintain… good reputation in front of peo-
ple”. Emp04M, “reputation is very important… my family reputation 
will go down”. There were strong links with risk-taking propensity and 
fear of failure; however, reputation was a strong influence on male 
Emiratis, maybe because, as Emp04M highlighted, one family member’s 
reputation extends to the rest of the family.
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Inc01F: Emiratis feel they have to prove themselves to their colleagues, 
family, customers and the world… starting a business and the 
success of the business … will automatically translate that if 
the business is successful the owner is also a successful per-
son…. this related to the UAE culture, for example, if one 
person tried to start and failed then maybe her friends will 
talk, so it’s like the word of mouth that will be spreading 
about that person (reputation) like sometimes that will scare 
the person… Obviously there is this fear of failure so they 
think if they fail people will remember this about me and its 
like that will be stopping them from starting a business…

Inc02M: Risk of losing their image, the stigma of failure which a lot of 
them try to avoid which stops them from even starting… its 
culturally not acceptable to fail and a high number of start-
ups will fail, simply it’s the name of game for each hot area 
where there are a lot of entrepreneurs there will be a lot of 
failures because obviously not all of them can be successful…

Incubator managers confirmed the importance of reputation in the UAE 
context; however, they also asserted that it is not a gender specific factor. 
Inc01F, “they will say look at this person she tried to start a business but she 
failed… so it’s like the word of mouth that will be spreading about that per-
son’s reputation”. Inc02M, “Risk of losing their image, the stigma of failure 
which a lot of them try to avoid which stops them from even starting… it’s 
culturally not acceptable to fail”. In a close-knit society such as the UAE, los-
ing one’s reputation or social standing is clearly a strong influence; although 
it may have stronger connotations for male Emiratis, incubator managers 
suggested it is not limited to them but also affects the females. Furthermore, 
risk to reputation also seems to add to the fear of failure.

 Theme Four: Perceived Behavioral Control

PBC is a key construct of an individual’s intentions and one of the 
best predictors of behavior (Ajzen 1991). Related to an individual’s 
confidence and perceived capabilities of  undertaking and succeeding 
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in certain tasks, PBC equates closely with Bandura’s (1997) concept 
of self-efficacy (Ajzen 1991; Shane et al. 2003). These two constructs 
are important in developing an individual’s understanding of the 
entrepreneurial process and are widely used in entrepreneurship 
research (Krueger et al. 2000). Studies in Europe and the Middle East 
have found PBC to be the best predictor of entrepreneurial intentions 
and behavior (Almobaireek and Manolova 2011; Liñan 2011).

Unlike the generalized locus of control, which relates closely with an 
individual personality trait, PBC assesses the likelihood of success in each 
task based on its own merit (Ajzen 1991; Rotter 1966; Shane et al. 2003). 
This is an important insight as it emphasizes an individual’s ability to 
make calculated decisions to choose one task over another. The sub- 
themes related to perceived behavior control were access to finance, access 
to support, competition, education, market knowledge, and time. These 
sub-themes outline the range of factors that Emiratis seem to use in 
weighing the decision to start a business or find employment. The pres-
ence of these factors seems to be key in determining whether Emiratis 
have the confidence to start their business.

 Access to Finance

A number of studies in the region have highlighted difficulties in access 
to finance (OECD 2013; Rocha et al. 2010). In a study of bank lending 
to SMEs in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, Rocha 
et al. (2010) found that, globally, UAE had one of the lowest percentages 
of finance loaned to SMEs. The same study also found only 20% of SMEs 
had access to finance. This is considerably lower than other parts of the 
world; for example, in Latin America 40% of SMEs had access to finance 
(Rocha et al. 2010). Some of these difficulties can be attributed to limita-
tions posed by the regulatory framework; for example, bankruptcy carries 
jail time.

However, as the study by OECD (2013) highlights, limitations of 
access to finance may be further aggravated by the entrepreneurs’ unwill-
ingness to use formal sources of finance. Organizing finance was high-
lighted as a challenge, but despite the apparent difficulty in accessing 
finance, the entrepreneur sample did not highlight this as a major issue. 
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The entrepreneurs either used their own savings or received help from 
family members. This is in line with findings from previous studies in the 
region, which show that entrepreneurs in the UAE generally financed 
their own start-up or received help from family members (OECD 2013; 
Rocha et al. 2010)

Ent01M: I did not want to start a business with a loan and start in the 
negative… I reached a point when I had enough money 
(from job savings)…

Ent02F: …finance was the main challenge… because whatever I 
saved from my job I used all the money for the business and 
Alhamdulillah we were getting special rates (SME) this is 
what helped me a little bit…

Ent03F: …so one day my father and my husband decided to give me 
around ten thousand AED and said if you can do anything 
with this then go ahead, this is your money and you can do 
whatever you want…

Ent04M: I had to invest my own money and bring in people that 
shared the same values and understood what they were 
doing… but also had to make many other sacrifices like 
stability, time, 16 hour days…

The sample of entrepreneurs saw finance as a challenge but one they 
were able to overcome. Ent01M, “I had enough money (from job sav-
ings)”. Ent02F, “finance was the main challenge… I saved from my job”. 
Ent03F, “so one day my father and my husband decided to give me 
around ten thousand AED”. Ent04M, “I had to invest my own money”. 
Entrepreneurs were able to finance their business mainly through their 
own savings, apart from Ent03F, who received a loan from her father. In 
contrast, the employee sample saw access to finance as a bigger challenge 
and one which they could not overcome.

Emp01F: space was an issue my home is not that big (for storage) 
and actually the inventory would have cost… oh I did not 
say the budget (finance) was probably the first and biggest 
reason because to buy the inventory we did not really have 
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the budget… based on the list of items we had somehow 
we needed a big budget… the responsibility would be very 
overwhelming…

Emp02M: I did not start a business because I had no available funding, 
no experience and lack of knowledge about the 
procedures…

Emp03F: I did not have my own money and even now I have expenses 
I need to pay… I did not want the risk of borrowing money 
from people or the bank because I cannot guarantee that my 
business is going to succeed… starting a business you would 
not know if you would have a stable income every month 
but then work guarantees a stable income, for me this is the 
main reason I did not start a business…

Emp04M: but if you want to start a business you need money so you 
need to have a good budget you cannot get a lot of govern-
ment support these days… for example I want to do a busi-
ness now this shop (in the mall) will cost me 100 or 200 
thousand ok where is the location most of them are very 
bad, perfect places the rent is too high, how can you afford 
the rent and your equipment….

Access to finance was a dividing factor for the sample of employees. 
Emp01F, “I did not say the budget (finance) was probably the first and 
biggest reason… the responsibility would be very overwhelming”. 
Emp02M, “I did not start a business because I had no available funding”. 
Emp03F, “I did not have my own money… I did not want the risk of 
borrowing money… work guarantees a stable income, for me this is the 
main reason I did not start a business”. Emp04M, “you need money… 
you cannot get a lot of government support these days… how can you 
afford the rent and your equipment”. There is something more here than 
just the unavailability of finance: the employee sample seems to shy away 
from the risk of investment. As Emp03F stated, the employee sample 
would rather opt for the security of a stable income.

There is a clear unwillingness to take on the risk of securing finance. 
This may be amplified by harsh UAE bankruptcy laws and the fact that 
the employee sample did not have savings. Bankruptcy or failing to pay 
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a legal debt leads to jail time in the UAE. The lack of savings also high-
lights class and the family’s financial background as a factor. Arguably, 
the entrepreneurs were able to save because they were not financially 
committed to their families, whereas the employees were financially 
committed to their families, precisely because they were from low to 
moderate income families. Once again, a range of interconnected influ-
ences emerged from this sub-theme, highlighting the complex nature of 
entrepreneurship in the UAE.

Inc01F: I think most have good salaries so can put aside some money 
and save for the business. Also we have programs for SMEs, 
Like Dubai SME offers discounted license so this will 
encourage…

Inc02M: I think there are a lot of funding schemes so the usual finan-
cial barriers don’t really exist here…

Incubator managers corroborated the use of personal savings as a likely 
source of finance for Emirati entrepreneurs. Inc01F, “most have good salaries 
so can put aside some money and save for the business”. However, they also 
repudiated the perception of lack of government funding. Inc02M, “finan-
cial barriers don’t really exist here”. Interestingly, other than benefiting from 
discounted business services, entrepreneurs did not access government fund-
ing schemes. This falls in line with empirical evidence from the region which 
suggests that new entrepreneurs, especially graduates, prefer self-finance or 
family loans to bank loans or equity finance (Rocha et al. 2010).

 Access to Support

Previous studies in the UAE have indicated that Emirati entrepreneurs 
are able to bring together a wide range of stakeholders, such as family, 
friends, government agencies, and formal and informal mentors, to orga-
nize an effective support network (Goby and Erogul 2011; Haan 2004; 
Kargwell 2012). Interview data confirmed this finding from previous 
studies. However, GSPs appeared most consistently in the interviews. 
These will be explored further in later themes.
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Ent01M: I went to the Mohammad Bin Rashid foundation the Dubai 
SME that time I was still looking… I did not succeed to 
come up with something… I felt I had the knowledge and 
money and now I need a partner not for funding but some-
one to work with me I needed people to give me their time 
I tried my friends but did not have much luck they were not 
really interested, some wanted to do it but did not have the 
passion…

Ent02F: I had support from SME and I was member of the impact 
HUB (incubator) as well… SME gave all types of support, 
like special rates… I had a partner, I depended on my part-
ner for knowledge because he had a business like this back 
in the UK… important to have a good coach (mentor)… 
you need the support but if it is not there you have to carry 
on and you will find it somehow… I had a lot of support 
from my family…

Ent03F: …so I was talking to the ministry and they asked if I want a 
shop…. My husband, father and sister were helping… one 
of my friends was working at the ministry and she was help-
ing me a lot…

Ent04M: SME were supportive, but I think the idea was new for 
them… it’s not like we got it from the sports federation or 
someone else who believe in us, we said no let us go and 
fight the fight… If you talk about this year, even though we 
did well I would say we failed… but that did not stop us it 
made us stronger…

On the surface, it would seem yet again there is a gender divide when 
it comes to access to support; the female entrepreneurs seemed to access 
a wide support network whereas the male entrepreneurs could not. 
However, the reason for this may not be gender specific and instead relate 
to the type of business. Both male entrepreneurs are involved with non- 
traditional businesses and this may have hampered support from govern-
ment entities, friends and potential financers because they could not fully 
comprehend the business. As one of the incubator managers outlined 
earlier, the UAE culture is still relatively uncongenial to innovation.

 Entrepreneurship in the UAE (II) 



156 

Ent01M, “I went to the Mohammad Bin Rashid Foundation… I 
tried my friends but did not have much luck”. Ent02F, “I had support 
from SME and I was member of the impact HUB… I had a partner… 
important to have a good coach… support from my family”. Ent03F, 
“I was talking to the ministry… my husband, father and sister were 
helping… one of my friends was working at the ministry”. Ent04M, 
“SME were supportive, but I think the idea was new for them”. 
Female entrepreneurs highlighted an increased awareness and access 
to a network of support.

Whether male entrepreneurs lacked effective support due to the new-
ness of their idea or lacked awareness of organizing support networks, 
support seemed to fall short of expectations for them. Family as a possible 
avenue of support was also not mentioned by the male entrepreneurs. 
However, whether the entrepreneurs accessed support or not was less 
important at this stage than their awareness of its existence. This factor 
arguably played a role in their perceived success in starting a business. 
This sub-theme also highlighted potential differences in the way male 
and female entrepreneurs might perceive the entrepreneurial environ-
ment within the UAE.

Emp01F: No I did not try them (government support), I did not 
know there were any … I knew Khalifa Fund, there is a lot 
of competition for their support … the process takes a long 
time… I think it’s difficult to reach out to them, some of 
my friends actually tried with a better business idea than 
ours, but they did not get any funding or support at the 
time, so I did not reach out…

Emp02M: I know about government support for Nationals but you 
have to apply and make a file and cover all different aspects 
of your business or idea… so you have to have the experi-
ence and knowledge to cover these to get it right and I did 
not have these at the time… some businessmen can get help 
(financial) from their family but I could not get this at the 
time…

Emp03F: maybe they don’t have wasta as well to get the government 
support.
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Emp04: To be honest we live in a country where we use so much 
wasta (who you know)… you know some influence for rec-
ommendation from some high positions to say this is my 
good friend or something, we recommend him, this is hap-
pening a lot if you don’t have wasta then it will be very dif-
ficult… you cannot get rid of wasta it’s like the corruption 
in India…

This sub-theme also draws a dividing line between the employee and 
entrepreneur samples. Emp01F, “I did not know they were any … I knew 
Khalifa Fund etc… but I think it’s difficult to reach out to them”. 
Emp02M, “I know about government support for Nationals, but you 
have to apply and make a file… I did not have these at the time”. Emp03F, 
“maybe they don’t have wasta”. Emp04, “to be honest we live in a country 
where we use so much wasta… if you don’t have wasta then it will be very 
difficult”. Although the employees were largely aware of support, govern-
ment or otherwise, it was not seen as a viable option and perceived as 
unattainable. The concept of Wasta, or ‘who you know’, was also impor-
tant as it seemed to affect confidence in attaining support. The employee 
sample highlighted a low level of perceived access to support.

Although the incubator managers did not specifically highlight entre-
preneurs’ perceptions about the access to support, they confirmed the 
availability of a wide range of support mechanisms. Inc01F, “like the 
Chamber of Commerce, Dubai SME etc”. Inc02M, “there is Khalifa 
Fund, there is the ICT fund, DTEC… Incubators… family”. One of the 
incubator managers also highlighted the challenges of accessing support. 
These will be discussed further in later sections.

 Competition

Previous studies in the UAE highlight an intensely competitive SME 
sector (Goby and Erogul 2011). Although GSPs for Emirati nationals 
help reduce the impact of competition (Haan 2004), they do not fully 
compensate for disproportionate competition faced by Emiratis from a 
large expat community which represents over 85% of the population 
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(Ryan et al. 2011), even though GSPs are designed for positive discrimi-
nation in favor of Emirati nationals. The entrepreneurs did not perceive 
competition through the national and non-national lens, which is argu-
ably a healthy outlook. However, they did highlight an intensely 
 competitive market place and overwhelming competition from large 
multinationals.

Ent01M: Ejari (a government tendering platform for contracts) has lots 
of companies there… competition from large multinationals 
is hurting, I don’t know if you can even call it competition, 
when you compete on price and quality its competition, but 
competition when customers don’t even look at you because 
you are too small, no one said it but we felt it….

Ent02F: There is huge competition especially in the garment indus-
try… so I decided to do something new… something 
unique to be better than the competition…

Ent03F: I was afraid no one would take this because they have a lot 
of shops here in the same categories… I was searching for 
something unique I started with ribbons on boxes…

Ent04M: …teams we are competing against come as factories and we 
entered as private with our own money… we are fighting 
with sharks, we have first time entrepreneurs fighting with 
large multinationals… but competition can make you 
faster, for example there are so many people that are doing 
the same thing but there not many like us in the market…

The entrepreneurs’ sample revealed they face intense competition, espe-
cially from larger firms. However, they mainly seemed to use innovation to 
overcome competition. Ent01M, “competition from large multinationals 
is hurting… when customers don’t even look at you because you are too 
small”. Ent02F, “huge competition especially in the garment industry, so I 
decided to do something new”. Ent03F, “lot of shops here in the same cat-
egories… I was searching for something unique”. Ent04M, “we have first 
time entrepreneurs fighting with large multinationals, but there not many 
like us in the market”. Interestingly, the two entrepreneurs that mention 
competition from multinationals are also the ones that are yet to break-
even. As highlighted in previous themes, these entrepreneurs also lacked 
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effective support; yet again the main factor here may be the type of busi-
ness. Nevertheless, entrepreneurs are facing up to competition to survive 
and as in the case of Ent02F and Ent03F making a profit.

Emp03F: …to be honest with you there are a lot of shops that have 
new ideas so I think it would have been difficult to 
compete…

Emp04M: I know it will take longer but it’s safer for me (buying and 
selling land), rather than doing some businesses wasting my 
money here and there with no guarantee of customers and 
maybe there will be a competitor this will be a headache for 
me…

Understandably, the employee sample did not have much to say on the 
subject of competition because they were not in business. However, two 
employees did reveal that the perceived threat of competition may have 
deterred them from starting the business. Emp03F, “I think it would have 
been difficult to compete”. Emp04M, “there will be a competitor this will 
be a headache for me”. This indicates that the threat of competition affects 
entrepreneurial intentions and actions before and after start- up. There was 
also something more here; it seems that employees were unwilling to accept 
the uncertainty posed by the threat of competition. Yet again, this unwill-
ingness to accept uncertainty may represent one of the most important 
differentiators between employees and entrepreneurs.

Inc02M: …very often we find that start-ups have not done enough 
research… so run into the problem that there are 3 or 4 com-
panies that are doing something very similar and may be 
they are better than you? With larger companies competition 
is often underestimated so direct or indirect competition can 
have a big effect on the success of the company…

The incubator managers did not have much to say on this sub-theme, 
but did corroborate the threat of larger firms. Interestingly, lack of 
research into potential competitors was also highlighted as an issue by the 
incubator manager sample. This points to deficiencies in effective entre-
preneurial education or experience.
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 Education

Previous studies in the UAE highlighted the importance Emiratis place 
on entrepreneurial education. Young Emiratis expect universities to play 
a leading role in facilitating education and also helping as incubators to 
create new ventures (Sowmya et al. 2010). However, these studies also 
highlighted deficiencies in the entrepreneurial education programs 
offered by universities in the UAE (Erogul & McCrohan; Itani et  al. 
2011; Sowmya et al. 2010). Findings from the UAE were echoed else-
where and went further to highlight negative effects on entrepreneurship 
caused by ineffective entrepreneurial education (Fayolle 2006). However, 
participants revealed mixed experiences of education.

Ent01M: …the effect of education was huge, not just a certificate but 
real learning, learning from others… knowledge is very 
important, I also continued with studying because I thought 
I needed to get more knowledge, because I thought I would 
be better prepared. I was prepared but not prepared that I 
have everything… this was time when I first thought I want 
to start my own business… preparation for my business, 
honestly 50% and 50% from my own knowledge…

Ent02F: I decided to open my business whilst I was doing my 
Master’s because, when I started actually the first time when 
I opened a kiosk… I was studying things in my university 
and doing things in the real world as well… it helped me a 
lot because it focused on what I was doing, it’s coming in 
the same time… (Parallel) actually MBA is what really 
changed me…

Ent03F: …you know after studying the foundation of business… I 
got a lot (of ) papers and started to write my mission and 
vision, I do not know why I did that maybe because I did 
not have the trust in myself (self-belief ) I thought to myself 
why don’t you start writing maybe something will help 
you… so I started writing my business plan… I remember it 
was project on this when I was studying so I started putting 
together different things the mission, target logo etc… for 
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financial calculations I was searching for these on Google as 
well… but I remember doing them in college I was studying 
it and I have a lot of copies about that so it was easier…

Ent04M: …education is what you want from it when you want it… 
when I studied engineering it structured my brain then my 
MBA helped me in the business side… the business model 
we learnt really helped me understand the structure what I 
am doing now…

The sample of entrepreneurs revealed a heavy influence from educa-
tion. At times education seems to indirectly impact the process of 
entrepreneurship and serve as an aid to build confidence, Ent01M, “I 
also continued with studying because I thought I needed to get more 
knowledge”. Ent03F, “I do not know why I did that maybe because I 
did not have the trust in myself ”. At other times, it seems to have a 
direct impact on entrepreneurs, preparing them for business or repre-
senting the key ingredient in the start-up process. Ent04M, “the busi-
ness model we learnt really helped me understand the structure of what 
I am doing now”. Ent02F, “I decided to open my business whilst I was 
doing my Master’s”. The responses from entrepreneurs highlight the 
multifaceted role of education within the entrepreneurial process. It 
not only instills confidence, but provides practical support and guid-
ance before and after the start-up process. As Ent02F revealed, entre-
preneurial education was most effective when amalgamated with real 
world practical input.

Emp01F: I was part of many activities and programs we won one of 
the competitions, these activities strengthen my intentions 
to some extent… they gave us a clearer general idea of how 
a business plan should look like…

Emp02M: I thought of becoming a businessman after high school… 
the idea came to me after studying about business…

Emp03F: When we did a business course about a business plan here I 
thought about starting a business, because I thought we had 
a unique idea… preparation for business, may be kind of in 
terms of the finance calculations and so on I am not sure…
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Emp04M: I was working I also continued with my study so I could 
gain the knowledge and experience to start my own busi-
ness… we have learnt from the college a lot but we did not 
really get any real knowledge, it should involve real life even 
for the small things, like this kiosk, I think you can do these 
kind of small things in the beginning…

The sample of employees confirmed the multifaceted role of educa-
tion. Employees highlighted the importance of education in developing 
entrepreneurial intentions. Emp01F, “I was part of many activities and 
programs we won one of the competitions, these activities strengthen my 
intentions”. The employee sample also identified education as a source of 
inspiration and confidence. Emp02M, “the idea came to me after study-
ing about business”. Emp03F, “when we did a business course about a 
business plan here I thought about starting a business”. However, there 
was also dissatisfaction with education. Emp04M, “we did not really get 
any real knowledge, it should involve real life even for the small things, 
like this kiosk”. This last comment also highlighted the diverse range of 
educational offers available to Emiratis.

Participants in both sample segments suggested education prepared 
them for business. In the case of Ent02F, it was instrumental because her 
MBA program was geared toward different stages of her start-up. 
However, others, for example, Ent01M and Emp04M also highlighted 
its limitations. Differences in the way participants viewed the impact of 
entrepreneurial education may relate to their diverse experiences and 
interactions with education. This also highlights inconsistencies in 
approach and the way universities deliver entrepreneurial education.

Inc01F: …in general education is positive, it’s good but if they want 
to focus more on entrepreneurship then there should be a 
major in entrepreneurship… so they can be better pre-
pared… there should be more public private partnership for 
it to be more effective…

Inc02M: …here are some good entrepreneurial programs that elimi-
nate a lot of myths associated with entrepreneurship… we 
have been at all of the Emirati universities what we have 
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found is that in the region they tend to think of businesses 
that are either to do with clothes or food and that seems to 
be the focus I have seen very few IT based business I think 
it probably has something to do with Education…

The incubator managers partly corroborated what was said by the sam-
ple of entrepreneurs and employees. However, they were more critical 
and suggest education had a bigger role to play. One of the incubator 
managers touched on the subject of public and private partnerships to 
improve the effectiveness of entrepreneurial education. This is an impor-
tant point because most of the entrepreneurs that managed to start a 
business had benefited from public and private partnerships. These part-
nerships also highlight the most effective way forward in integrating 
practical real life aspects within entrepreneurial education.

 Market Knowledge

In a study of UAE graduates and the factors that influence first genera-
tion entrepreneurs, Kargwell and Inguva (2012) highlighted the lack of 
effective market knowledge as one of the key barriers to entry and a cause 
of failure for Emirati entrepreneurs. For potential entrepreneurs, market 
knowledge also related to perceived behavior control (Sommer and Haug 
2010). As effective market knowledge increased, so did the perceived 
likelihood of success in undertaking entrepreneurial action (Ajzen 1991; 
Krueger and Brazeal 1994). The entrepreneurs largely confirmed they 
had at least some market knowledge. However, the interviews also high-
lighted entrepreneurs’ efforts to gather additional market knowledge. 
This emphasized the importance of market knowledge to Emirati entre-
preneurs and how they applied it to manage risk and make effective 
decisions.

Ent01M: I started in technology because I am in technology, I am a 
technology person… In the market there are technology 
platforms in education… I thought to research the market I 
did research for two years… I learnt and understood a lot, 
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the fast changes in the market, I saw that all technologies are 
becoming SMART… I even went abroad to get more 
knowledge and share business information…

Ent02F: I saw demand for huge quantity because I got a lot of 
requests when I started the first one… so when I started to 
second one… again I got request for big quantities… Deira 
is a central place where all the nationalities come and they 
buy specially big quantity… so we found the demand and 
we bring more staff… they are only going around to get the 
requirements from others and now we are bring over huge 
quantities, he found a lot of demand for the wholesale as 
well, so this was the third step…

Ent03F: I started to think about what I should do, I started looking 
for a tailor because I cannot do everything at the same time, 
like have a tailoring shop as well as, the cost would have 
been too high if I did everything so I decide that in the 
beginning maybe I can go to someone to do this for me… 
my sister helped me to check and compare prices…

Ent04M: …this is a complicated business… I had to research so many 
things to understand the market, this was very important 
for us…

The entrepreneurs placed great importance on market knowledge and 
the need to understand the market. Ent04M, “I had to research so many 
things to understand the market”. More importantly, entrepreneurs relied 
on market knowledge to make calculated business decisions. Ent01M, “I 
did research for two years… I even went abroad to get more knowledge 
and share business information”. Ent02F, “he found a lot of demand for 
the wholesale as well, so this was the third step”. These entrepreneurs 
seemed to take a step by step approach to gathering information and 
market knowledge before exercising judgment. This also highlighted the 
role of market knowledge in making calculated decisions.

Emp01F: …nothing like this in the UAE… there is also demand for 
antiques… I felt society was going towards this direction… 
I talked to a lot of people who had variable income and this 
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would have been useful for them… hygiene was an issue… 
we did not want to get into health issues and we did not 
know the process behind it perhaps this one the reasons we 
did not start…

Emp02M: …yes opportunities in the market many… a lot of govern-
ment support and lots of different types of business that 
were in fashion… especially online businesses but did not 
pursue at the time because of lack of knowledge about the 
market in the UAE…

Although the employee sample segment recognized the entrepreneur-
ial opportunity, they did not seem to possess, or were unable to obtain, 
all the relevant market knowledge required to start the business. Emp01F, 
“there is also demand… we did not know the process behind it perhaps 
this one the reasons we did not start”. Emp02M, “yes opportunities in 
the market many… did not pursue at the time because of lack of knowl-
edge about the market in the UAE”. This is an important factor to con-
sider when trying to understand the differences between samples of 
entrepreneurs and employees. Both recognized opportunity and started 
with limited knowledge of the market: however, the entrepreneurs dem-
onstrated a strong commitment to gather additional market knowledge, 
to make calculated decisions.

Arguably, this was also one means of minimizing risk and may be a 
reason entrepreneurs were able to accept higher degrees of uncertainty 
and risk. Furthermore, on the surface it may seem Emp01F and Emp02M 
did not start a business because they did not have effective market knowl-
edge; however, there is also a link with their original ambition and moti-
vation. The entrepreneurs were in a similar position before they took 
entrepreneurial action. Arguably, they were able to take entrepreneurial 
action because of stronger ambitions and motivation, which led to stron-
ger entrepreneurial intentions.

Inc01F: Some people have discovered their real interest what they 
want to do for the rest of their life, others have to find it… 
it depends on the situation and the person’s personality and 
their passion…
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Inc02F: …funds needed are miscalculated, it’s almost always takes 
longer than you think… so the practical business knowl-
edge… because you cannot calculate into the plan the 
unforeseen problems… then there is also a lot of emphasis 
on the product and not the other things that affect your 
business…

The incubator managers confirmed the need for effective market 
knowledge and also highlighted that gathering effective market data may 
depend on levels of motivation and the strength of entrepreneurial 
intentions.

 Time

There is insufficient empirical data on the relationship between time and its 
impact on entrepreneurs. The way participants perceived time and its rela-
tionship to undertaking additional tasks consistently appeared in inter-
views and emerged as a sub-theme. This sub-theme closely connected with 
the need for achievement, but also contained distinct elements. For exam-
ple, although allocating free time efficiently may have related to the need 
for achievement, the perceived availability of extra time indicated the avail-
ability of an extra resource. Thus, if an individual believed they had free 
time, then they were more likely to undertake additional tasks. Furthermore, 
this sub-theme also highlighted the individual’s perception of the right 
time. This related to the individual’s self- confidence or the alignment of 
relevant resources required by him/her to undertake additional tasks.

Ent01M: I could have studied (doubled my Master’s) worked and 
started a business … but I did not want to do all these at the 
same time… being rational and logical I thought there 
would be a right time to start… it was suitable because fit-
ted in with my studies…

Ent02F: Yeah because just quit my job to do my masters… I was free 
so I have a chance to do something so I decided to open a 
business because I really wanted to do it… it was the right 
time to do it…
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Ent03F: I had free time I decided I should do something with this 
money… I found something to do in my free time… mostly 
in my free time you can see I am a little bit sad a little bit 
nervous… since I was a child I was helping my mother to 
take care of my brothers and my sisters… I think it depend 
on this life style of your family… so I saw that my parents 
were not getting any free time…

Ent04M: …free time is uncomfortable I feel like lost… I feel like I am 
not doing anything beneficial and I question my benefit…

The responses from entrepreneurs highlighted a perception of a right 
time to carry out new or additional tasks. Ent01M, “I did not want to do 
all these at the same time… being rational and logical I thought there 
would be a right time to start”. This may also indicate an alignment of 
resources and circumstance which make it possible to start a business. 
Arguably, the interview data thus far indicates slight differences in cir-
cumstances can make the difference between starting a business or not.

The perceived availability of extra or free time is also important in 
calculating the likelihood of success in a given task. Ent02F, “I was free so 
I have a chance to do something so I decided to open a business… it was 
the right time to do it”. Ent03F, “I had free time I decided I should do 
something with this money”. Ent04M, “free time is uncomfortable I feel 
like lost”. Thus, if individuals felt they had extra time and additional situ-
ational factors such as family, work and education were aligned, then 
their perceived success in a given task was higher, making it more likely 
for them to engage in additional tasks.

Emp01F: I have extra time but I always find something to re-use the 
time… I am writing no its serious, I want to be produc-
tive… sometimes I think about start a business… but some-
times rather than just thinking and thinking I like to do 
something productive….

Emp02M: I always want to do something (small vacation is good) but 
otherwise I am confused… I need to achieve something and 
manage my time…my nature maybe but I wanted more 
although I did not have time I think the man have to do as 
much as he can….
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Emp03F: The main issue was time and budget and risk… for me it 
more about focusing on one thing so when I was at college 
I would rather focus on my studies than starting a business. 
When I thought of starting a business I looked at all the 
options and thought working was the best option at the 
time, but now I don’t want to start a business whilst I am 
working… I did not want to do two things at the same 
time… now I am working so I don’t have time for anything 
else… it takes my whole day so I cannot do more… also my 
time, because if I start a business then I would have to give 
up my time with my family or the time that I allocate for 
myself…

Emp04M: Honestly if I want do business then I cannot do both work 
and business you cannot have time for both of them, espe-
cially you have to take of your family also, three responsi-
bilities… Obviously something will be damaged, either the 
business, your work or your family, there will be some cost.

Inc01F: …time, I have some students that are studying, working 
and want to start a business…

This sub-theme also highlights key differences between the two sam-
ples. Clearly, participants faced similar challenges of managing time 
between work, family, themselves and the potential business. This was 
corroborated by one of the incubator managers. However, the employee 
sample demonstrated a clear unwillingness to divide their time to enter-
tain a possible venture. Of course there were a number of factors that fed 
this unwillingness, some of which have already been highlighted. 
However, as with market knowledge, the reluctance to allocate extra time 
to a possible business venture clearly highlights differences in levels of 
motivation and arguably strength of entrepreneurial intentions.

In summary, the two themes described thus far highlight some of the 
key factors that affect Emirati entrepreneurs. These factors influence 
their intentions and the strength of their conviction in acting upon 
their intentions. This chapter also highlights the strength of closely 
related external factors such as family, what Linan (2011) calls closer 
valuation. However, it would seem for the Emirati entrepreneurs, 
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the  closer environment is deeply rooted and has far reaching conse-
quences for their personal ambition and decision making. The third 
and fourth major themes are discussed in the next chapter. The fifth 
theme “role of government” is an example of an environmental factor 
that does not seem closely related, but has far reaching consequences 
for the participants. Government forms part of the social framework 
that heavily influences Emirati and helps shapes them as individuals. 
This theme has been discussed separately in Chap. 7, which then leads 
onto defining the Emirati entrepreneur.
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7
Role of Government

There is an academic divide on the role government should play in man-
aging entrepreneurship (Baumol 2010; Hayek 1968; Mazzucato 2013). 
According to Austrian economists, such as Mises (1949) and Hayek 
(1968), any attempt to control market forces or interruption to economic 
transactions reaching their natural ends poses a direct threat to their 
integrity. Thus, any form of intervention, whether subsidies to support 
entrepreneurs, or rent controls to protect customers, is ultimately harm-
ful to entrepreneurship. In sharp contrast to the Austrian view, Keynesian 
or antitrust thought calls for government intervention to rein in unruly 
market forces that cannot be left to their own devices (Audretsch 2007; 
Steele 2001).

However, government interventions to support entrepreneurship are 
not simply related to the Keynesian notion of managing demand or con-
trolling the unruly powers of capitalism (Mazzucato 2013; Steele 2001). As 
Mariana Mazzucato (2013) points out in “The Entrepreneurial State”, gov-
ernments need to go beyond the traditional scope of creating infrastructure 
and regulation. Indeed, in the most successful economies, governments 
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play a leading role in fostering innovation. By proactively creating condi-
tions conducive to innovation and by making strategic investments, gov-
ernments can help entrepreneurs manage the most difficult part of the 
entrepreneurial process, uncertainty (Mazzucato 2013).

The non-interventionist view on the role of government is largely 
based on the pillar that upholds free market principles. These have been 
discussed at length in Chap. 2 under the Austrian perspective. However, 
in regard to innovation it would be useful to highlight a few conclusions 
from Chap. 2. The traditional notion of competition as a regulatory force 
is obsolete. Oligopolies best represent almost every industry, where a 
select few firms dominate the market to such an extent that any new 
entrant is forced to settle for a sector that has either been discarded by the 
existing firms or does not represent sufficient long-term opportunity. 
When the few market sectors not yet discovered are cultivated, large firms 
are quick to buy out entrepreneurs.

It is then unsurprising to see that the ambitions of some nascent 
entrepreneurs do not extend beyond being bought out by one of the 
major players in their market. This leads us to a reality where innova-
tion, the main weapon of entrepreneurs, is hijacked by large firms. This 
helps maintain status quo, dilute the destructive nature of innovation 
and help integrate it within dominant firm’s existing timetable to 
release, or drip feed, innovation into the market. In this reality nascent 
entrepreneurs have little to no competitive advantage, but worse still is 
the realization that success will inevitably lead to assimilation into one 
of the large firms that controls the market. At first this notion may not 
seem so bad; regardless, the market process continues to flourish. 
However, one would argue that in the long run these practices lead to 
decrease in productivity, demand, and most importantly innovation, 
ultimately, causing inefficiencies in the market process that are beyond 
repair. The pronounced bouts of cardiac arrest in most western econo-
mies in the last three decades or so can arguably be traced back anti-
competitive practices that have been allowed to take root. Therefore, it 
is crucial for governments to intervene not just to curb unfair competi-
tion but also to help bolster nascent entrepreneurs in regard to their 
capabilities, access to opportunity, and start-up support that goes 
beyond financial support (Mazzucato 2013).
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The role adopted by the UAE government is not very different from the 
one envisaged by Mazzucato (2013). Strategic investments in large scale tech-
nological research projects such as Masdar City and establishment of a range 
of entrepreneurship support programs such as the Khalifa Fund or Dubai 
SME provide a clear focus on entrepreneurship and are a testament to the 
proactive nature of the UAE government (El-Sokari et al. 2013; Dubai SME 
2011; Government of Abu Dhabi 2008). Thus it was not surprising to see the 
role of government emerge as a major theme in interviews.

The role of government as a theme was supported by four sub-
themes of GSPs, government regulation, political leadership as role 
models, and perceptions and expectations of government support. 
GSPs highlighted the experiences of participants in relation to the 
many specialist government funded organizations, such as Khalifa 
Fund and SME Dubai, set up to develop young Emiratis and foster 
entrepreneurship (Government of Abu Dhabi 2008). The sub-theme 
of government regulation detailed how participants have been affected 
by government regulations and its impact on their entrepreneurial 
intentions. The sub-theme of political leadership as role models was 
unexpected; this sub-theme highlighted the experiences and percep-
tions of Emiratis and how political leaders, past and present, had a 
profound effect on young Emiratis’ motivation and ambition. The 
sub-theme of expectation of government support detailed what young 
Emiratis expect from GSPs and their perceptions about how these 
programs apply to their context.

 Government Support Programs

A number of comprehensive GSPs exist within the UAE. Studies con-
ducted in the UAE recognize the importance of these programs and their 
impact in promoting entrepreneurship within the UAE (El-Sokari et al. 
2013). However, some studies also highlighted criticisms relating to the 
level of support, specifically in regard to insufficient training and capacity 
building (Itani et al. 2011; Sikdar and Vel 2011). The entrepreneurs pro-
vided a very similar picture to this narrative.

 Role of Government 
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Ent01M: frankly it’s a very good initiative, I am happy there is a SME 
(Dubai) which supports startups, but unfortunately it’s not the 
way I thought about it… ok they reduce the license price so you 
save 6000, they register you in the government procurement 
website Ejari, good… what they do is good it helps with the 
basic the infrastructure, they give funds but not to everyone, they 
give contacts, but I can get these myself,

Ent02F: SME (Dubai) gave me a lot of chances, they helped me with the 
legal side and licensing… I was able to open a free kiosk in Wafi 
Mall for 4 days… SME (Dubai) created more opportunities to 
grow with networking, they put me in impact hub… we are 
getting a VIP number in the DED so it’s easier and faster, special 
rates… if we did not get this support I don’t think I will easily 
start my business….

Ent03F: …after 7 months I decided to have my own shop and with my 
own tailor, I talked to Khalifa Fund they said they can provide 
for me some opportunities they came to see my shop and they said 
they can put me in Galeries Lafayette… put me in a fashion 
show….

Ent04M: SME were supportive but I think the idea for them was new and 
they did not know how to deal with it… I think SME is now 
more of an umbrella for those who want to start and not really 
for those who want to operate and expand….

GSPs are clearly a crucial component within the entrepreneurial process 
in the UAE. They also contribute toward creating a positive institutional 
environment conducive to entrepreneurship (Gupta et al. 2012). The fact 
that each participant from the entrepreneur sample and some from the 
employee sample benefited from GSPs is a testament to their success. 
However, the level and effectiveness of support varied among different entre-
preneurs. Ent01M, “what they do is good it helps with the basic the infra-
structure…”. Ent02F, “SME gave me a lot of chances… opportunities to 
grow… if we did not get this support I don’t think I will easily start my busi-
ness”. Ent03F, “Khalifa Fund they said they can provide for me some oppor-
tunities… put me in a fashion show”. Ent04M, “SME were supportive but 
I think the idea for them was new and they did not know how to deal with 
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it”. These passages acknowledge the benefit of GSPs but also highlight their 
limitations. Interestingly, female entrepreneurs involved in traditional busi-
nesses seem to be more satisfied with the level of support than their male 
counterparts who were involved in non-traditional businesses. For example, 
for Ent01M and Ent04M the support was limited to basic infrastructure and 
overlooked support opportunities for guidance or growth.

Emp01F: I was part of many activities and programs we won one of the 
competitions … there is a lot of competition for their support… 
the process takes a long time (experience learnt from when 
friends were doing it) and so I thought the process will be less 
complicated and be quicker if we started by our own 
savings….

Emp02M: …it help us with more facilitation for business, with funding 
maybe so it is important… and actually they are also encourag-
ing the locals to start the business.

Emp03F: When I joined the Shaikh Mohammad bin Rashid program 
(scholarship program from SME) I was an average student I did 
not get involved in many activities, did not really have any idea 
about business, but then the people who were with me they were 
really talented and ambitious and when I met them I wanted to 
be just like them….

The employee sample did not pursue their business ideas, and thus did not 
have experience of GSPs for start-ups. However, the employee sample high-
lighted an awareness of GSPs and their experiences of interactions at different 
levels. Emp01F, “I was part of many activities and programs… there is a lot 
of competition for their support”. Emp02M, “they are also encouraging the 
locals to start the business”. Emp03F, “when I joined the Shaikh Mohammad 
bin Rashid program… the people who were with me they were really tal-
ented and ambitious and when I met them I wanted to be just like them”. 
GSPs not only focus on entrepreneurs, they also offer a range of opportuni-
ties to raise awareness and foster a culture of entrepreneurship (Dubai SME 
2011). Even though this sample did not pursue their business ideas, these 
comments suggest that GSPs are raising awareness of entrepreneurship, 
inspiring young people, and expanding opportunities for personal growth.
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However, as Emp01F highlighted, there were perceived difficulties in 
accessing support; this issue will be explored further in a later sub-theme. 
Furthermore, although the entrepreneurs knew of these programs, they 
did not have a good understanding of what they entailed. This suggests 
opportunities for improvement in communication, a notion that is also 
supported by other studies conducted in the region (Itani et  al. 2011; 
Sikdar and Vel 2011).

Inc01F: …we have programs for SMEs, Like Dubai Chamber is run-
ning some workshops… SME ok we have discounted license… 
actually I think the support depends on the type of business 
because if it was something common it would be easy for them 
to get the support, but if they came up with a new idea or con-
cept then they would get the support but it will take some time 
and the entrepreneurs they don’t like to waste time….

Inc02F : There is Khalifa Fund there is the ICT fund, (Government 
support and funding bodies) DTEC we support Emiratis, it’s a 
Semi Government, Incubators that are private and public, 
Dubai SME.

Both incubator managers confirmed the wide range of support net-
works available to Emirati entrepreneurs and potential entrepreneurs. 
However, limitations of the support in its current form were also high-
lighted. As the entrepreneur, employee, and incubator manager samples 
suggested, these support programs might be less successful when it comes 
to dealing with entrepreneurs, especially when they have started the 
business. Inc01F also highlighted that businesses in new or non-tradi-
tional sectors were less likely to gain support. This notion could be justi-
fied in a target based culture, such as the one adopted in the UAE in 
recent years (Government of Abu Dhabi 2008). If support organizations 
are measured by the number of business started, then it is easier to 
achieve this target by focusing support in businesses that fit well within 
the existing framework. While this may work in the short-run, it does 
not help create impactful enterprises that the UAE needs to achieve its 
long-term targets.
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 Government Regulation

Government regulation and laws pertaining to entrepreneurs are strin-
gent within the UAE and lag behind most Western countries (Gupta 
et  al. 2012). As mentioned earlier, bankruptcy carries a jail sentence, 
which adds to how entrepreneurs evaluated the risk of starting a new 
business or securing finance (Rocha et  al. 2010). Interviews produced 
mixed results on this sub-theme. Interestingly, entrepreneurs were some-
what positive about government regulation, whereas the employees 
tended to focus on the negative elements.

Ent01M: …the rules and regulations every year they are pushing… things 
have changed … 20% business in government contracts going 
to Emirati companies… were are confident when we know we 
have a leader that support and pushes us….

Ent02F: …my paper work was not finished, but if I had finished it then 
I would have had much lower rates it took long about 2 weeks 
to have everything completed because my issue was a little bit 
complicated, I should remove my partner, because it should only 
be locals on the license….

Ent04M: …licensing was a struggle, first off they did not really under-
stand my business, what it is, so they did not make any special 
license … they used what they knew and gave me a general 
marketing, sports management and consultation license…

The entrepreneurs sample suggested that while the nature of govern-
ment regulations may be changing, they may be creating unintentional 
limitations due to increased bureaucracy. These limitations related to 
increased waiting time and difficulties in obtaining business licenses for 
non-traditional businesses. These notions were highlighted in the earlier 
theme of government support. Ent01M, “rules and regulations every year 
they are pushing… things have changed”. Ent02F, “it took long because 
my issue was a little bit complicated”. Ent04M, “licensing was a strug-
gle… first off they did not really understand my business”. Therefore it 
can be argued that some of the limitations in government support stem 
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from the regulatory framework. Furthermore, rigidity of the regulatory 
framework may be stifling innovation or at best it is slowing down the 
entrepreneurial process.

Emp03M: …above all municipality regulation are the biggest barriers 
stopping me from starting now… because they don’t have a cat-
egory for my business idea….

Emp04M: …a business for men’s there is a criteria, different criteria for 
women, but if I want to do both, it’s not so simple, there are a 
many restrictions… don’t want to end up in Jail you know, new 
regulation now you cannot hire Bengali people, these are the 
cheapest labor in our country, if you want to hire Filipino they 
have their own rules, rules costs….

Inc01F: …because they would need new approvals, maybe they would 
not have an activity matching that concept so they would have 
to create a new activity for them… maybe it would take years… 
there is a home license but apart from the price (1000 AED) 
there is not any other benefits you are getting… I had a client 
who was interested in starting a business but she needed finan-
cial support… they agreed… by the time she got the approval it 
was two and half years already… she did not want to do it, the 
market, competition had changed….

The effects of government regulations were less prevalent than some of the 
other sub-themes highlighted thus far. However, participants that mentioned 
government regulation as an issue were significantly affected. Emp03M, 
“above all municipality regulation are the biggest barriers”. Emp04M, “it’s 
not so simple, there are a many restrictions… rules costs”. Government regu-
lation is either stopping entrepreneurs from obtaining a license to trade or 
stopping them from trying. The incubator manager also confirmed some of 
the apprehensions highlighted by entrepreneurs and employees. Inc01F, “cre-
ate a new activity for them, maybe it would take years… by the time she got 
the approval, she did not want to do it, the market, competition had changed”.

The lack of responsiveness and inability of the regulatory framework to 
cater to innovation was highlighted by each sample segment. This is a seri-
ous issue for a country aiming to build a knowledge based economy. Any 
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support for entrepreneurs has to be matched with existing regulations; 
ultimately a sluggish regulatory framework has a knock-on effect on sup-
port programs and undermines government’s efforts to foster a culture of 
entrepreneurship.

 Political Role Models

The impact of political role models on entrepreneurship is largely unex-
plored in the UAE and beyond. However, this construct emerged as a 
consistent theme from the interviews. Participants, especially entrepre-
neurs, highlighted a deep rooted affiliation with political role models, past 
and present. Some participants attributed their original ambition and 
motivation specifically to political role models, whereas others identified 
the impact of political role models as the key contributor to taking entre-
preneurial action. Thus, political role models’ influence could be observed 
at different stages of the entrepreneurial process within the UAE.

Ent01M: The leaders are pushing us, for example when Shaikh Zaid said 
we don’t create countries without men… we have a leader that 
support and pushes us … this gives the confidence that ok now 
this is the time to push yourself….

Ent02F: I remember I was in the Arabic class and we talked about 
Shaikh Zaid when he said women are half of the society… he 
opened a special university for them get them on board. If he did 
not do this small step we would not be where we are  today…
because I felt I have to mention that Shaikh Zaid is the one who 
inspired me, sat in my mind… so I was like I will do it!!

Ent04M: When we have these great rulers like Shaikh Mohammad, 
Shaikh Zaid saying come on Emirati, then what we can do is to 
say ok here we go, so he has this sense of responsibility and he 
spreads that to us its part of our inside duty. Mohammad Bin 
Rashid is saying that we want to make everybody happy… you 
know Shaikh Mohammad is an entrepreneur, he created Dubai 
in this vision… what he has created cannot be created by some-
one who just wants to be a ruler….
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The phenomenon of political leaders as role models was a surprise sub- 
theme. Almost all participants from the entrepreneur sample identified 
with a political role model and were able to trace the origins of their 
inspiration to a specific experience in their life. Ent01M, “Shaikh Zaid 
said we don’t create countries without men… we have a leader that sup-
port and pushes us”. Ent02F, “I remember I was in the Arabic class and 
we talked about Shaikh Zaid… Shaikh Zaid is the one who inspired me”. 
Ent04M, “great rulers like Shaikh Mohammad, Shaikh Zaid saying come 
on Emirati… he has this sense of responsibility and he spreads that to us 
its part of our inside duty”. Literature on the role of political leadership 
driving effective economic policy is widespread (Persson and Tabellini 
2002; Roseland 2012; Rosenau and Czempiel 1992). However, empiri-
cal evidence of political leaders as role models who inspire the general 
population to achieve more and become entrepreneurial was difficult to 
obtain. The literature review could not identify any studies in the region 
that reported on this phenomenon. The entrepreneurs revealed political 
leaders were sources of inspiration, instilled confidence, and a sense of 
duty. This may well highlight one of the origins of a need for achieve-
ment, while also increasing perceived levels of success in undertaking 
entrepreneurial action.

Emp01F: Shaikh Mohammad Bin Rashid saying that I am always num-
ber one, so this gives you motivation it tells you that this country 
is a land of opportunity… if you give it sometime if you are 
ready to take the risk, but to take these risks I myself have to be 
in a suitable condition… Shaikh Mohammad Bin Rashid said 
that we should all try to give our best, I think it does drive you 
to give your best when you hear inspirational people….

Emp02M: …leaders in our country are inspiring us, they now have govern-
ment funding, this is a huge support for people who want to start 
a business, even the banks offer very low interest, because these are 
instructions from the leaders… like Shaikh Mohammad Bin 
Rashid, Shaikh Mohammed bin Zayed, when they talk to the 
younger generation they say that you are the country’s leaders, you 
are the ones that will drive the country to be ambitious, try to suc-
ceed in your life we will support you with whatever you need….
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The above vignettes are relatively long, however, they contain valuable 
insights into the experiences of young Emiratis and the different ways 
they are affected by political role models. Emp01F, “Shaikh Mohammad 
Bin Rashid saying that I am always number one, so this gives you motiva-
tion… it does drive you to give your best”. Emp02M, “leaders in our 
country are inspiring us… they say… you are the ones that will drive the 
country to be ambitious”. The employee sample confirmed political role 
models as sources of inspiration that also implanted a sense of duty.

However, Emp01F, revealed an important factor that arguably dif-
ferentiates the two sample segments. Emp01F, “to take these risks I 
myself have to be in a suitable condition”. Most participants in both 
samples were inspired by political role models. However, arguably, the 
employee segment did not perceive the right conditions to risk a busi-
ness venture. This goes beyond risk-taking propensity and links with 
perceived behavior control, because Emp01F did not find suitable 
conditions that would increase the likelihood of success. Furthermore, 
the suitable conditions also relate to family circumstances. As high-
lighted earlier, Emp01F’s family circumstances were not conducive to 
undertaking risk and starting a business.

Inc01F: …leaders of our country they are close to us, every year they 
encourage… it’s like a vision of our leaders they want to have 
more Emirati to start their own business so it’s like the continues 
support they are providing and encouragement….

Inc02M: They (Emirati entrepreneurs) are following a vision of being the 
number 1, I think that is something that is very much pushed 
and emphasized through the ruler’s office… he is the drive, he 
wants to drive innovation drive entrepreneurship because he 
know that mean Emiratis are creating the future not just accept-
ing the future….

The sample of incubator managers corroborated the sample of entre-
preneurs and employees to identify political leaders as role models. 
Inc01F, “it’s like a vision of our leaders they want to have more Emirati 
to start their own business”. Inc02M, “they (Emirati entrepreneurs) are 
following a vision of being the number 1, I think that is something that 
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is very much pushed and emphasized through the ruler’s office”. 
Interestingly, both incubator managers identify entrepreneurship with 
the leadership’s vision. This is in line with government papers set out in 
2008, for example, the Abu Dhabi 2030 Plan and the Abu Dhabi 2021 
Vision (Government of Abu Dhabi 2008). Arguably, young Emiratis 
aligning their goals with government ambitions demonstrates, at least in 
part, government success. However, this also alludes to the existence of 
significant weaknesses with the UAE entrepreneurial ecosystem that are 
causing the entrepreneurial gap (Bhat and Khan 2014).

 Expectations of Government Support 
Programs

Previous studies in the UAE indicate Emiratis have high expectations from 
GSPs (Erogul and McCrohan 2008; Sowmya et al. 2010). However, to some 
extent, this sub-theme revealed a mismatch between the expectations of 
Emirati entrepreneurs and what GSPs deliver. As the earlier themes sug-
gested, these high expectations may be linked to participants’ perceived ambi-
tions of political role models. This mismatch between the perceived 
expectations of political role models and what government supports deliver 
was best articulated by Ent01M when he talked about political role models 
“the leaders are pushing us”. However, when he mentioned GSPs, “you don’t 
feel they push you to start”.

Ent01M: …you don’t feel they push you to start… if you want to help 
young people they need money but not just money they need 
guidance… maybe like a partnership, for example if I am work-
ing with Dubai SME and I go to another Government depart-
ment then they should choose me… of course I would have to 
offer the right product good prices…help them growth, push 
them in the market… if you take on an entrepreneur they 
should make sure they survive….

Ent04M: I asked them to open doors for me in terms of sponsors and to 
exploit different opportunities… but I think SME (Dubai) is 
now more of an umbrella for those who want to start and not 
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really for those who want to operate and expand… I was 
expecting they evaluate your business and say what have you 
achieved that are your needs and how we can support you… 
my expectations are not to get the discount, but let’s looks at 
how we can support how we can cooperate… SME have the 
power because Shaikh Mohammad (Ruler of Dubai) gave 
them that power… as an entrepreneur you expect to knock 
other people’s door but I would like them to knock our door 
and say what they can do… I would not say partner but more 
like our godfather, our advocate….

Again the above two passages are lengthy, but they do provide a 
detailed insight of the entrepreneurs’ perceptions of and expectations 
from GSPs. Ent01M, “not just money they need guidance… maybe like 
a partnership… I go to another Government department then they 
should choose me”. Ent04M, “my expectations are not to get the dis-
count, but let’s look at how we can support how we can cooperate… 
because Shaikh Mohammad (Ruler of Dubai) gave them that power… 
I would not say partner but more like our godfather”. Ent02F and 
Ent03F did not express further expectations from GSPs, arguably 
because they were content and the level of support had reached their 
expectations.

Ent01M and Ent04M expressed disappointment with the level of gov-
ernment support in the earlier sub-theme of government support. 
Therefore, a variation in the received and expected support was not sur-
prising. These entrepreneurs clearly expected more from government 
support, almost a partnership with government bodies that would enable 
them to get a foothold in the market. There was also a sense of entitle-
ment and an expectation for government agencies to play an active role. 
Arguably, these expectations, whether reasonable or unreasonable, also 
result from the sense of collective duty instilled by political role models.

Inc02F: …not really happy with the level of support entrepreneurs get, I 
think there are a lot of things that need to be done… ok so they 
are supporting by giving discounts for 3 years, for the license… 
they are offering some workshops but there is still a lot that needs 
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to be done, like networking events, work closely with small own-
ers to give them better opportunities, offer them a practical place 
to offer their services or conduct business… special license for 
small businesses on social media so they can be trusted, providing 
mentors (coaches), not just providing the rent space but helping 
them grow… a lot of private companies would be happy to 
help… The companies (private sector) can do it as part of their 
CSR or as part of giving something back to society….

Unlike the entrepreneurs, the employee sample did not access GSPs, 
hence did not express expectations relating to this sub-theme. One of the 
incubator managers corroborated deficiencies in the expected support 
levels provided by GSPs. There was a clear expectation for government 
support to go beyond monetary benefits. Inc02F, works closely with 
small owners to give them better opportunities. Similar to the entrepre-
neur sample, there was an expectation that the GSPs should work more 
closely with the entrepreneurs to help them survive and grow their busi-
ness. There was also an expectation for public private partnerships to 
support entrepreneurs. This strategy has been called for and adopted else-
where in the world with positive results and may offer an effective way 
forward for government support agencies to improve their offering to 
Emirati entrepreneurs (Groenewegen and Steen 2007; Grossman 2008; 
Nelson 2007; Patrinos et al. 2009).

This short chapter highlights the importance and impact of the 
government on Entrepreneurship in the UAE. The influence of gov-
ernment in the UAE comes across as the single most important factor 
that can advance and support entrepreneurship. The various GSPs 
have clearly inspired and supported entrepreneurs. This chapter also 
points to a number of challenges and opportunities that can further 
improve support mechanisms for entrepreneurs. At the time of this 
writing, some of these issues were being studies by the UAE govern-
ment. For example, in regard to government regulation, bankruptcy 
laws in particular have received significant reforms. Under the Federal 
Decree No 9, as of December 29, 2016, bankruptcy in the UAE was 
decriminalized. Although this law reform does not apply to private 
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individuals and still requires commercial entities to meet several con-
ditions, it is a significant step forward in increasing the UAE’s inter-
national competitiveness and benchmarking the UAE’s regulatory 
framework with advanced economies. Ultimately these changes are 
creating a safer and more transparent environment for entrepreneurs 
when it comes to securing finance (KPMG International 2017; UAE 
Ministry of Finance 2016).

These recent changes to the UAE bankruptcy laws will be discussed 
further in Chap. 9, Emirati Model of Entrepreneurship: Critical 
Success Factors. While changes in financial regulation signify a posi-
tive forward, there are significant opportunities ahead to further 
improve the entrepreneurial ecosystem within the UAE. An important 
factor to consider here relates to business licensing. New business 
licensing regulation in the UAE still varies from one Emirate to 
another. Some elements of regulation relating to business licensing 
come under the federal law whereas other elements are covered by the 
local Emirate regulation, specific to each Emirate. For example, when 
acquiring a new business license in any of the seven Emirates, an 
entrepreneur would have to adhere to regulation of the specific 
Emirate. These can range from the type and scope of business activity 
to the minimum investment requirements and terms and conditions 
relating to leasing and trading. Whereas, when it comes to employ-
ment, health and safety, finance, and a host of other important legal 
requirements, the entrepreneur has to comply with the UAE federal 
regulation. Most of these regulations are covered in the Federal Law 
No. 2 of 2015, which was an update to the 1984, 1983 legal frame-
work for commercial companies. In many respects issues for entrepre-
neurs trying to negotiate this complicated legal terrain is overshadowed 
by the lack of integration. This is a worldwide issue where local and 
federal authorities are vying to address their primary stakeholder con-
cerns, and trying to find a balance between national interest and 
regional integrity. However, from an entrepreneur’s point of view, a 
simple coherent regulatory framework is needed, especially when 
embarking on an uncertain new venture. This is where GSPs can play 
an essential role.
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8
The Emirati Entrepreneur

This chapter summarizes major themes and sub-themes and highlights 
important outcomes of the interviews to establish a coherent picture of 
the nascent Emirati entrepreneur. In line with the methodology, this sec-
tion provides brief interpretations and starts the meaning-making pro-
cess. The themes were established by comparing the entrepreneur sample 
responses with those of the employee sample. In a bid to triangulate, 
responses from incubator managers were used to corroborate or confirm 
the themes. Triangulating in this way not only helped validate findings 
but also developed a deeper understanding of key issues, which added to 
the strength and rigor of the study (Denzin 2006; Denzin and Lincoln 
1994). Each major theme was supported by relevant sub-themes that 
connected experiences of participants. Major themes that emerged from 
interviews were interconnected and affected Emirati participants at dif-
ferent stages of the entrepreneurial process. For example, the theme of 
family was heavily connected with culture and affected a range of other 
themes such as personal traits and perceived behavior control.

Family came across as a major theme in the study; it played a major 
role in the UAE context. The interviews revealed that family affected 
almost every aspect of the participants’ lives. Family circumstances, sup-
port, approval, and commitment to the family were major influences on 
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whether Emiratis started a business or found employment. Family cir-
cumstance, for example, participants’ position among siblings, responsi-
bilities, the history of entrepreneurship within the family, and the family’s 
financial situation came across as major behavior modifiers.

Family circumstance influenced risk-taking propensity, which had a 
direct effect on the strength of participants’ entrepreneurial intentions. 
For example, if participants were the eldest within the family and had 
financial responsibility, they were less inclined to take risks and were 
more attracted toward the security offered by employment. Furthermore, 
all but one of the employee sample highlighted financial responsibilities 
or commitment toward the family and identified this as the defining fac-
tor for a choice between starting a business and finding employment. In 
comparison, none of the entrepreneurs felt they were currently responsi-
ble for the financial security of the family. This emphasized the role of the 
family in shaping individual character, moderating behavior, and guiding 
actions. In the early stages, participants identified family as a source of 
inspiration and positive role models, and the encouragement and values 
learnt within the family environment contributed to the development of 
personality traits, specifically the need for achievement. Although the 
need for independence is influenced by a range of factors, family circum-
stances also helped shape this trait. For example, the achievement motive, 
coupled with a sense of responsibility, enabled participants to develop 
associations with leadership. These two factors and the family’s financial 
situation led to the development of the need for independence.

Comparison between male and female responses revealed a gender dif-
ference in the way family affects Emirati entrepreneurs. All participants 
identified parental influence, especially from their fathers, as a major fac-
tor. Parents were identified as a source of inspiration and guidance. 
Female participants highlighted the need to gain permission from the 
male family head in order to work or start a business, while male partici-
pants associated family with a sense of responsibility. The influence of 
family went beyond developing character and intentions; interview data 
also revealed the importance of family approval as a key enabler for the 
female participants to act on their intentions.

Similarly the level of support, emotional and practical, may also deter-
mine the level of success once a business has been started. Female entre-
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preneurs attributed their success in business heavily to the level of family 
support. In comparison the male participants, both entrepreneurs and 
employees, did not need family approval and did not see family as a 
source of support. Instead, the male participants largely identified family 
as a barrier to starting a business. Interestingly, the female employees also 
identified commitment to family as a barrier to starting a business.

Commitment to family, not just in regard to financial responsibility 
but also responsibilities toward their younger siblings and the need to 
spend time with their family were important for participants, especially 
the employee sample. Male entrepreneurs seem to recognize this as a con-
flict and highlighted they did not get married for this reason, sacrificing 
family life for the sake of their business. The sample of employees did not 
seem to be prepared to make similar sacrifices and identified family life 
and its wellbeing as their main priority.

In summary, family seemed to seed early ambitions and build key 
characteristics among these Emirati graduates. It moderated behavior 
and guided their actions. However, the impact of family was determined 
by the individual context. Financial situation, commitment toward the 
family and the history of entrepreneurship came across as the most 
important elements in this context. The importance of family was closely 
linked to the UAE culture and religion; nevertheless, family played a 
major role when it came to Emiratis determining who they were and 
what they did.

The UAE culture is heavily influenced by religion and affects every 
aspect of Emirati life. Research participants made a number of different 
references to culture, which were developed as sub-themes. In a predomi-
nantly religious country, references to religion and tradition were 
expected; however, reputation and social standing were also flagged, 
which was unexpected. Much like family, culture affected Emirati gradu-
ates at different stages. Participants identified with a collectivist culture, 
as there was a strong sense of community and civic duty. This sense of 
duty was also developed by nationalist tendencies, which seeded early 
ambitions to undertake tasks that ultimately improved society.

Similarly, religion also instilled a sense of duty to do the best they 
could to make a difference to the family and wider society. This also 
accounted for the achievement motive in many participants and revealed 
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a deeply intimate aspect of their psyche. Culture seeded a deep ambition 
in participants to succeed, not just for themselves but for others. None of 
the entrepreneurs cited profit as their main motive; instead, all of them 
linked their entrepreneurial motivation to making a difference.

However, culture is also dependent on other factors. For example, 
while entrepreneurs saw entrepreneurship as a viable vehicle to achieve 
their ambitions, the employee sample did not. This may be because the 
employee sample saw a greater and more immediate need to improve 
their family situation: almost all members of the employee sample identi-
fied with this need; hence family took priority over the wider society and 
employment became more desirable than entrepreneurship. 
Comparatively, the entrepreneur sample was not restricted by family cir-
cumstances and they were able to accept greater risk to achieve social 
change.

Cultural perceptions about entrepreneurship produced conflicting 
opinions. While some participants, mainly female, identified negative 
cultural perceptions about entrepreneurship, most of the participants felt 
the UAE culture appreciated entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs. It is 
important to highlight two points at this juncture. First, apart from one 
female entrepreneur who had personal experience of discrimination, 
which she associated with cultural factors, all other negative accounts 
were based on perceptions. Participants who highlighted negative percep-
tions toward entrepreneurship associated them with tradition, and also 
said that things were changing and saw the overall UAE culture as largely 
positive. Second, again for female participants, the impact of cultural fac-
tors was nullified if there was family approval, especially from the male 
head of the family. Thus, although cultural perceptions may play a role in 
moderating behavior, they did not have a strong influence on these 
Emiratis when it came to starting a business.

Reputation or social standing came across as a vital component in the 
decision-making process, but this only seemed to affect male participants. 
Just as family approval only seemed to affect female participants, gender 
differences were highlighted by this sub-theme of reputation. The stigma 
of losing one’s reputation because of bankruptcy was highlighted not 
only by male participants, but also by incubator mangers. The effects of 
this fear were deemed so strong that they could potentially stop male 
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Emiratis from ever trying to open a business. It has to be said that 
although in theory bankruptcy before December 2016 was covered by 
criminal legislation, in practice there were very few cases which affected 
the local Emirati population.

This book looks at Emirati entrepreneurs as the sole owners of their 
businesses, rather than the commonly found silent partners in foreign 
enterprises. Therefore, apart from serious cases of neglect or fraud, which 
are few and far between, the number of Emiratis facing jail time for bank-
ruptcy is negligible. Nevertheless the stigma of not being able to pay ones 
debt is real in Emirati society. Losing reputation or social standing 
becomes significant in a tightly knit community such as the UAE. It does 
not affect Emiratis just on an individual level, but, as one participant 
from the employee sample explained, loss of reputation extends to the 
whole family. Thus, the consequences are far more severe, further harm-
ing reputation and amplifying the fear of failure.

In summary, culture is a significant influence on Emirati entrepre-
neurs. It affects male and female Emiratis differently, but largely has a 
positive impact on developing individual ambition. Cultural impact on 
actual behavior is less positive and while female Emiratis are able to over-
come negative elements by counterbalancing them with family approval, 
the male participants do not have this option. However, it should also be 
highlighted that the stigma of failure is outweighed by the rewards of suc-
cess. Therefore, if conditions are suitable, mainly the financial circum-
stances of the family, then male participants may risk the loss of reputation. 
Thus, while the impact of culture is significant, it is superseded by other 
factors, such as family.

The role of government was prevalent in the lived experiences shared 
by Emirati graduates and emerged as a major theme from the interviews. 
Government played a vital role at different stages of participants’ lives. 
The sub-themes of GSPs, government regulation, political role models, 
and expectations of start-up support were drawn out of the experiences 
shared by participants and how they were affected by different aspects of 
government. For example, there are a wide range of GSPs that focus on 
developing young Emiratis. These range from skill development to sup-
porting start-ups. Most participants had either experienced developmen-
tal programs as undergraduates or start-up programs after graduation. 
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These were largely positive experiences which built confidence and seeded 
ambition.

Government regulation was identified by the employee sample as a 
direct or indirect barrier to starting a business. The entrepreneur sample 
also highlighted government regulation as a barrier; however, changes in 
regulation were also a source of encouragement. The importance of gov-
ernment regulation was also flagged by the incubator sample which 
emphasized some limitations, such as the lack of responsiveness and 
inability of the regulatory framework to cater to innovation. These aspects 
were discussed in detail in Chap. 7.

Conversations on the expectations of government start-up programs 
were limited to entrepreneurs, specifically the male segment of the entre-
preneur sample. This was not a surprise because the employee sample had 
not experienced start-up support directly. Furthermore, the female entre-
preneurs were largely satisfied with the level of start-up support. Therefore, 
expectations of start-up support were mainly highlighted by the male 
entrepreneurs, who were not satisfied with the current level of support 
available after starting their business. Interestingly, the female level of 
satisfaction with GSPs may be related to their choice of business which 
the support programs were better equipped to support. An incubator 
manager also highlighted this as a key area for improvement. Within this 
sub-theme, research participants highlighted valuable insights into how 
government support may be developed to become more responsive to the 
needs of Emirati entrepreneurs.

By far the most common sub-theme within the role of government 
was the impact of political role models. UAE political leaders, past and 
present, were perceived as role models and a source of ambition. 
Participants revealed specific moments in their lives which inspired them 
to do better for themselves and others. These moments represented the 
origins of entrepreneurial motivation and ambition, a facet often lacking 
in entrepreneurial research. The influence of political role models also 
developed individual characteristics, such as the need for achievement 
and independence and encouraged risk taking in the pursuit of entrepre-
neurship. This is in sharp contrast to most governments around the 
world, who may be able to encourage entrepreneurship through policy, 
but can seldom be accredited with inspiring the masses to be entrepre-
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neurial. Political role models deeply affected Emiratis and seeded a sense 
of duty in Emiratis to do the best they could for their country. Arguably, 
this also influenced entrepreneurs’ expectations of government start-up 
programs.

Political role models also instilled confidence, which was further 
enhanced by the perception of government support. As mentioned ear-
lier, there are a wide range of support programs and competitions that 
develop Emiratis at the undergraduate level and promote support avail-
able to start-ups after their graduation. The combination of these factors 
highlighted entrepreneurship as a feasible and desirable avenue for 
Emiratis because these programs increase the levels of perceived success in 
undertaking entrepreneurial action.

Thus, government plays an integral role in developing and strengthen-
ing entrepreneurial intentions among Emirati graduates. But there are 
opportunities for improvement. For example, the employee sample high-
lighted perceived unavailability or the difficultly in accessing government 
support as one of the main reasons for not trying to gain start-up sup-
port. In sharp contrast, the entrepreneur sample revealed they had strong 
perceptions about the availability of government support and start-up 
programs. Arguably, the fact that none of the employee sample tried to 
access start-up support highlighted their weak entrepreneurial intentions, 
which could have been one of the main reasons for inaction.

Whether intentions were translated into actions depended on a range 
of factors, some of which have been discussed already. However, in regard 
to government’s influence, entrepreneurial intentions only seem to trans-
late into action if perceived levels of support are reinforced by actual 
government support. The male entrepreneurs in particular highlighted 
some of the difficulties in accessing different support mechanisms. 
Responses from female entrepreneurs would suggest that access to 
 government support is relatively straightforward for traditional busi-
nesses. In other words, if the entrepreneur’s business idea or sector already 
exists, then it is relatively easy for them to access government support.

However, if the idea is new in the market, as was the case with the male 
entrepreneurs, then support is more difficult to access; it certainly takes 
longer and the process becomes more complicated. These issues relating 
to traditional and non-traditional businesses were also confirmed by the 
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incubator managers who highlighted deficiencies in the current support 
mechanism to cater to innovation. This marked a significant divide 
between the ambitions of political leadership and current capabilities of 
GSPs.

It is also important to consider that GSPs depend almost entirely upon 
government regulations that approve business activities and their scope, 
and govern types of business licenses granted to entrepreneurs. As the 
incubator sample revealed, a new type of business activity, not listed as a 
pre-approved business activity, has to be approved by the specific Emirate’s 
Department of Economic Development, which, in effect, brings it into 
law. This process takes a long time, and, as markets move quickly in new 
sectors, this time lapse has suffocating effects on innovation and the 
opportunities available to entrepreneurs. Therefore, while start-up sup-
port programs certainly have the potential to improve, the challenges 
posed to innovation mainly stem from ineffective and sluggish 
regulation.

There is also something to be said about the expectations of entrepre-
neurs and to some extent the incubator sample. Entrepreneurs expected 
GSPs to become partners, or as one of the entrepreneurs expressed “god-
fathers”. Thus, the role of GSPs was not expected to diminish after the 
establishment stage; instead, there was an expectation to work hand in 
hand to actively help establish and grow new Emirati businesses. 
Entrepreneurs expected support programs to be actively involved in 
securing sales and to be given priority in the awarding of government 
contracts.

These are unreasonably high expectations, especially from the free 
market viewpoint, and could be interpreted as meaning that Emirati 
entrepreneurs have an unreasonable sense of entitlement. However, 
this would be an over simplification. High expectations stem directly 
from the encouragement of political role models and the initial prom-
ise of GSPs. Furthermore, as discussed earlier there are other external 
factors that instill a sense of duty and responsibility within Emiratis. 
Thus, instead of a false sense of entitlement, the high expectations 
among Emiratis are a reflection of what they perceive as a common 
endeavor between them and the GSPs established by their political role 
models.
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In summary, the UAE government plays an overwhelmingly strong 
role at different stages of the entrepreneurial process, especially when 
compared with Western free market economies. Political role models are 
a source of inspiration and instill a sense of duty among Emiratis, which 
leads directly to an ambition to improve themselves and the country. 
GSPs provide a vehicle that highlights a career in entrepreneurship as a 
viable option to realize these ambitions. This leads to high expectations of 
GSPs. However, there are deficiencies in start-up programs that are 
amplified by ineffective regulation, which is also counterproductive to 
innovation. This highlights a mismatch between the government’s strate-
gic aim of fostering a knowledge-based economy driven by entrepreneur-
ship and the tools established to help achieve this aim.

Interview data also point to a number of personality traits that consis-
tently featured in both samples. The need for achievement was the most 
common personality trait, closely followed by the need for independence. 
However, there were significant variances in other traits such as the risk- 
taking propensity and capacity to innovate. These variances were, argu-
ably, the key differentiators between entrepreneurs and employees. 
Almost all participants from both samples displayed personality traits of 
the need for achievement and independence. However, it was their ability 
to accept risk and uncertainty that determined whether they chose 
employment or entrepreneurship to fulfill their ambitions. If a career in 
entrepreneurship was chosen, it was the entrepreneur’s capacity to inno-
vate that determined success in starting and surviving in business.

Participants revealed that the need for achievement was developed 
early in their lives. Although influences of other factors such as family, 
culture, and political role models could be observed, in their own words, 
most participants identified the need for achievement as an inbuilt 
 quality, something that was always a part of their character. On the other 
hand, the need for independence seems to directly result from family 
circumstances and the need to generate an income for themselves. Both 
of these traits had a direct effect on the individual’s desire: as some par-
ticipants revealed, they felt they had to do something for themselves and 
for others. However, this desire or ambition was not given direction and 
although participants felt they had to achieve, they did not necessarily 
understand what or how.
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It is important to point out that some entrepreneurs were the excep-
tion in this regard as the need for achievement, independence, and entre-
preneurial motivation all seem to originate from one inspirational 
experience in their lives. Nevertheless, for most participants, the need to 
improve their family circumstances, positive cultural perceptions about 
entrepreneurship, and optimistic perceptions about government support 
developed entrepreneurial intentions. These intentions were then evalu-
ated through a complex process, whereby individuals appraised the pros-
pect of starting a business against a number of different factors, which 
were again linked with different aspects of family, culture, and govern-
ment. In this process, the personality trait of risk-taking propensity 
played a vital role.

Whether entrepreneurial intentions equated to entrepreneurial action 
was largely determined by the individual’s propensity to take risk. These 
personality traits were affected by factors such as the family’s financial 
circumstance, family support and approval, perceived threat to reputa-
tion and perceived availability of government support. For example, 
some participants pointed out that the uncertainty of not generating an 
income was the main hindrance to starting a business because their fam-
ily depended on them to provide financial support. In other cases, failing 
was not an option because of the devastating effects it would have had on 
the individual’s reputation, which would potentially extend to the whole 
family; thus, this also led to lack of entrepreneurial action. Therefore, dif-
ferent aspects of the individual’s context, family, culture, and government 
moderated the risk associated with certain actions, which formed a vital 
link between entrepreneurial intentions and actions.

In summary, personality traits are not developed in isolation; they are 
a product of an individual’s environment, developed and influenced by a 
range of external factors. Traits such as the need for achievement and 
independence supported and nurtured individual ambition at early stages 
and called these Emiratis to action. However, although they might have 
had the ambition to do something, they did not necessarily know what 
that might be. Again a range of external factors from family to govern-
ment point to appropriate actions suitable to fulfill their ambition. 
Crucially, personality traits of risk-taking propensity seem to steer indi-
vidual choice between entrepreneurship and employment.
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Participants consistently talked about certain factors that directly 
affected their level of confidence and perceived success in developing 
entrepreneurial intentions and undertaking entrepreneurial action. These 
were categorized under the theme of PBC. Perceived behavior control 
was supported by the sub-themes of access to finance, access to support, 
competition, education, market knowledge, and time. Unlike earlier 
themes, apart from education, none of these sub- themes were identified 
as the source of early ambition. Instead, participants felt that these factors 
directly affected their entrepreneurial intentions and the decision to start 
a business or opt for employment.

One of the key differences between whether an Emirati started busi-
ness or found employment was access to finance. All of the entrepreneurs 
had either saved the capital needed to start their business or were given 
financial supported by their family. In contrast, the employee sample did 
not have access to finance and highlighted this as the main reason for not 
starting a business. In this regard, access to finance came across as one of 
the biggest barriers to starting a business. Those who had access to finance 
also felt more confident about undertaking a business venture. 
Interestingly, although the male entrepreneurs are seeking government 
funding to further establish their business, none of the entrepreneurs 
accessed government funding to start their business. The required start-
 up capital was relatively small and entrepreneurs boot-strapped in the 
beginning. This in itself came across as a common theme and may allude 
to a successful start-up strategy for Emiratis.

Participants also talked about their perceived access to support. This 
was distinguished from family support and mainly focused on how con-
fident participants felt about the likelihood of accessing government sup-
port. The entrepreneur’s sample shared experiences that went beyond 
perceptions because, unlike the employee sample, they had accessed gov-
ernment support. Nevertheless, for the entrepreneur sample, perceived 
access to support increased their confidence in succeeding and played a 
major role in the final push to start the business.

On the other hand, the employee sample had overwhelmingly negative 
perceptions of accessing government support. These perceptions revolved 
around the complicated application process and the time associated with 
gaining approval for government support. The incubator sample also 
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confirmed these factors. However, it is important to point out that, for 
the employee samples, these were just perceptions; they had not tried to 
access government support for themselves. Therefore, the fact that they 
had not got this far in the start-up process indicates that there may have 
been other factors at play which did not let the employee sample get 
beyond their initial entrepreneurial intentions. In the same vein, one 
should not ignore the fact that negative perceptions about government 
support place serious limitations on its effectiveness. As the incubator 
sample pointed out, these negative perceptions were not wholly 
unfounded.

Within the UAE context, education came across as one of the most 
important facets of the start-up process. Education was also highlighted 
as a source of confidence that pushes entrepreneurs to act on their inten-
tions. Employees on the other hand did not have the same confidence. 
This marks an important divide between the two samples. Some of the 
entrepreneurs attributed their confidence and success in initiating their 
start-up directly to education. Other entrepreneurs saw the positive 
impact of education in preparing them for business but also highlighted 
some limitations of the general approach used in education. These views 
were echoed in the employee sample, who also felt more could be done. 
For example, there was an emphasis on practical knowledge and adopting 
an experiential learning approach.

Some participants attributed their ambition to education, while others 
identified the origins of their entrepreneurial intentions as a direct conse-
quence of their educational experience. As mentioned earlier, entrepre-
neurs revealed that their educational experience prepared them and gave 
them confidence in their ability to start their business. Therefore, 
 education is one of the few factors discussed thus far that has a direct 
impact on multiple facets of the entrepreneurial process within the UAE.

The existence and threat of competition also affected the perceived 
levels of success for Emirati entrepreneurs. However, it was the reaction 
of the two samples that is of most interest. The employee sample revealed 
that the threat of competition was either a barrier they could not over-
come or a challenge not worth taking on. For the same employee sample, 
this also related directly to relatively low levels of risk-taking propensity, 
capacity to innovate, restrictions imposed by family circumstances, and 
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importance of maintaining reputation. On the other hand, the reaction 
of the entrepreneurs’ sample was almost the exact opposite.

Entrepreneurs recognized the threat of competition and saw it as a 
challenge. However, they were motivated by competition and accredited 
innovations in their business as a direct consequence of competition. The 
reaction to competition revealed a stark divide between the two samples 
in their ability to innovate and accept risk. However, the fact that compe-
tition was identified as a source of motivation also highlights the inter-
connectivity of many other factors discussed thus far. For example, 
arguably the entrepreneurs were prepared to accept high levels of risk and 
innovate because their family’s strong financial position allowed them 
flexibility. This also reduced the threat of losing one’s reputation, thus 
minimizing the impact of negative cultural retribution while increasing 
the probability of improved reputation. Therefore, the complex mix of 
these factors not only makes the proposition more attractive but also 
more feasible.

Market knowledge also affected the perceived levels of success associ-
ated with starting a business. Most of the participants, from both sam-
ples, felt they did not have the right market knowledge to start a business. 
However, yet again it was how they reacted to this situation that sets 
them apart. Entrepreneurs recognized limitations in their market knowl-
edge, but took steps to fill these gaps. For example, they were able to 
build up support networks of family, friends, and business partners to 
ensure effective market information was in place before they made key 
business decisions. On the other hand, the employee sample was not able 
to overcome this barrier, not only because they were not able to establish 
a support network, but also because of other factors, such as family, that 
took priority.

Time was an interesting sub-theme because it did not necessarily dif-
ferentiate between the employees and entrepreneurs. Closely connected 
with the need for achievement, all of the entrepreneurs felt they had to 
make effective use of their time and did not feel comfortable with the 
prospect of free time. While two employees also expressed similar views, 
others felt they did not have enough time. The employee sample felt that 
their responsibilities to family and work did not allow them time to take 
on extra tasks. Hence, the perceived availability of time and the desire to 
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use time most effectively increased the perceived feasibility and desirabil-
ity of taking on extra tasks.

There were also other factors at play, which highlighted starting a busi-
ness as an appropriate task to make use of extra time. For example, as one 
of the employee sample expressed, they felt they had extra time and so 
took up writing. Therefore, although perceived availability of time has 
positive implications for the perceived desirability of undertaking addi-
tional tasks, whether starting a business is recognized as a feasible task 
depends on other factors. For example, factors such as access to finance, 
government support, and family circumstances identified earlier. 
Nevertheless, Emirati attitude toward time plays an important role within 
the entrepreneurial process.

In summary, the interview data revealed Emirati entrepreneurs use a 
number of gauges to assess the likelihood of success in undertaking entre-
preneurial action. Access to finance is the best indicator of perceived suc-
cess in undertaking entrepreneurial action. Education aids ambition, 
develops entrepreneurial intentions, and has wide ranging effects on the 
entrepreneurial process that go beyond developing confidence in per-
forming certain tasks. Perceptions of other factors such as access to sup-
port, competition, market knowledge, and time are also important and 
affect the feasibility and desirability of undertaking entrepreneurial 
action. However, the way different participants reacted to these percep-
tions was interesting. The employee sample was quick to shrug off the 
challenges posed by negative perceptions and label them unattainable. 
On the other hand, entrepreneurs demonstrated an ability to see chal-
lenges as opportunities and used these as a source of motivation. Overall, 
factors that seem to stop employees in their tracks were exactly the same 
factors that highlighted entrepreneurial action as feasible and desirable to 
the entrepreneur sample.

The individual context of the two main sample segments provided 
insights into the origins of their ambition motivation and which external 
factors influenced and developed certain personality traits. The ambition 
motivation, in the context of this study, represents the strengths and 
scope of an individual’s achievement motive. This is an important tenet 
in the proposed EME graduates discussed in Chap. 9, as early influences 
on personality and motivation affect individual behavior throughout the 
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entrepreneurial process. This book has helped conclude that the indi-
vidual context of Emiratis is strongly influenced by key external factors 
such as family, culture, and government. For example, family circum-
stances, culture, and political role models instilled a sense of nationalism 
and a moral duty within Emiratis to improve themselves and the 
community.

These factors not only make up the individual context, but, more 
importantly, modify behavior and shape personality traits such as the 
need for achievement and independence. Although personality traits 
such as risk-taking propensity and capacity to innovate were not involved 
in the early stages of the model, these traits were also shaped by the indi-
vidual context. External influences of political role models, family cir-
cumstances, nationalism, and a sense of duty to the community cultivated 
the internal personality traits of the need for achievement and indepen-
dence. Fused together, these factors are the key ingredients that produce 
an individual’s ambition motivation.

There is a close link between the individual context and an individual’s 
ambition motivation. This book concludes that the presence of an indi-
vidual’s ambition motivation depends on the existence of complex net-
works of internal and external factors. For example, a family’s financial 
position, a history of entrepreneurship, the individual’s position among 
siblings. These factors, along with a sense of nationalism, moral duty to 
community, and inspiration from political role models, also determined 
the strength and scope of an individual’s ambition motivation.

For example, most entrepreneurs had a strong history of entrepreneur-
ship within the family. Their families were well off and so they had little 
to no financial commitment toward the family. These entrepreneurs also 
demonstrated nationalistic tendencies and a strong sense of duty toward 
the community. For example, three out of four participants displayed a 
strong sense of nationalism and commitment to community. Interestingly, 
this seems to stem from a sense of obligation linked to the benefits pro-
vided by the country and political leadership. Furthermore, nearly all of 
the entrepreneurs themselves were able to identify the origins of their 
ambition with political role models. These factors equated to high levels 
of ambition motivation.

 The Emirati Entrepreneur 



206 

The two main sample segments were selected on the basis of possessing 
entrepreneurial intention; therefore, similarities in their context and 
ambitions were expected. However, comparatively, most of the employee 
sample was financially committed to the family’s upkeep, which affected 
their ambition motivation. Although all of the employees demonstrated 
a need for achievement, arguably the need for independence was more 
observable in female participants. This highlights that gender and social 
class have an influence on entrepreneurship within the UAE. Variances in 
the employee sample also highlight the possibility that some participants 
from the employees sample are just a few steps behind entrepreneurs in 
starting a business. The fact that, on average, the entrepreneur sample 
had a higher average age and had held employment at some stage sup-
ports this argument.

Although a number of participants demonstrated high ambition moti-
vation, these did not necessarily equate to strong entrepreneurial inten-
tions. They mostly perceived culture, family, and government to be 
supportive of their ambitions. However, this ambition was not directed 
and a career in entrepreneurship was only identified as an appropriate 
vehicle to achieve ambition motivation if the right balance of external 
factors were in place. For example, education, interaction with GSPs, 
existing knowledge of entrepreneurship, along with family circumstances, 
determined the strength of entrepreneurial intentions. Through the effec-
tive use of marketing, entrepreneurship competitions, and educational 
programs, the role of government was the strongest factor in highlighting 
entrepreneurship as the best vehicle to achieve personal ambitions at this 
stage.

Participants with strong ambition motivation also developed strong 
entrepreneurial intentions. However, the strength of entrepreneurial 
intentions was influenced by an individual’s perceptions of government 
and family support along with perceived cultural acceptance. Furthermore, 
an individual’s financial commitment toward the family played a role and 
determined the strength of entrepreneurial intentions. The combination 
of these factors, along with the individual context, altered the perceived 
desirability and feasibility of starting a business and determined the 
strengths of entrepreneurial intentions. Similar to Ajzen’s (1991) ele-
ments of attitude, social norms, perceived behavior control, Shapero’s 
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(1982) perceived desirability and feasibility highlight the process of eval-
uating actions. However, specific factors relating to individual context 
and personal ambition, highlighted within the EME, represent the ante-
cedents of entrepreneurial intentions in the UAE context.

Previous research indicated that intentions are the best predicators of 
action (Hart et al. 2012; Ismail et al. 2009; Krueger et al. 2000; Liñan 
2011). However, within the UAE context a number of factors influence 
the transition of intentions into action. The study concluded that entre-
preneurial action within the UAE depends on strong entrepreneurial 
intentions. However, strong entrepreneurial intentions are not enough 
and there are a number of internal and external factors at play, which 
ultimately determine whether Emiratis are able to start a business or find 
employment. An individual’s personality traits such as risk-taking pro-
pensity and need for achievement, along with business and market 
knowledge and perception of completion, represent internal influences 
affecting Emirati graduates.

On the other hand, access to government start-up programs, govern-
ment regulation, access to finance, financial responsibility and commit-
ment toward the family, represent the external factors Emiratis use to 
evaluate the likelihood of success in undertaking entrepreneurial action. 
Emiratis also highlighted that their cultural perceptions toward entrepre-
neurship affected the perceived desirability of undertaking entrepreneur-
ial action. Family is a constant in every step up to entrepreneurial action 
and those with financial commitments to family are much less likely to 
start a business. The attraction of the alternative, for example, govern-
ment jobs, offers a far more secure proposition for Emirati graduates who 
prioritize family needs above personal ambitions. In this regard, the per-
sonality trait of risk-taking propensity assumes command over other 
traits such as the need for achievement. Similarly, access to finance and 
government start-up programs also provide a dividing line between entre-
preneurs and employees. This disconnect between entrepreneurial inten-
tions and action represents the most significant cause for the entrepreneurial 
gap within the UAE.

Entrepreneurial success emerged as an unexpected off shoot of the 
research findings as entrepreneurs were keen to articulate what they per-
ceived were the most important elements in further establishing and 
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delivering success for their business. Internally, some personality traits, 
such as the need for achievement, were still important; however, an entre-
preneur’s capacity to innovate came across as a crucial factor in achieving 
entrepreneurial success once the business had started. Externally, the 
effectiveness of GSPs and regulation, along with family support and the 
strength of competition were highlighted as the main determinants of 
entrepreneurial success.

Entrepreneurs with innovation and technology-based businesses 
identified deficiencies in government funded start-up support. Indeed, 
they highlighted expectations of government support that went beyond 
the start-up stage and focused on establishing and growing Emirati 
start-ups. Whether expansions in government support are justified 
needs further investigation. However, there are limitations in GSPs 
when it comes to dealing with non-traditional businesses. This issue was 
also emphasized by incubator managers and certainly highlights an area 
for improvement in GSPs. These changes along with other critical suc-
cess factors will be discussed further in the next chapter. However, for 
any support mechanism to be effective it is equally important to recog-
nize the needs of young Emiratis at different stages of their entrepre-
neurial journey.

This study points to very distinct needs of the nascent Emirati entre-
preneur and the different roles support organizations need to adopt to 
effectively cater to these needs. Accordingly this book proposes five dis-
tinct types of young Emiratis who may not be entrepreneurs but have the 
potential. In doing so, the book provides a better understanding of how 
more Emiratis may be supported to recognize entrepreneurship as a  viable 
vehicle to realize their ambitions and advance entrepreneurship in the 
UAE. This taxonomy does not account for newly established  entrepreneurs 
who also have distinct post-commercialization needs. The needs of these 
newly established entrepreneurs are similar to their counterparts around 
the world. However, there are some nuances that differentiate them. An 
in-depth look at critical success factors in provided in the next chapter. 
This short section defines these entrepreneurs and outlines some support 
strategies that would be useful in generating a better understanding of 
fostering entrepreneurship among young people (Fig 8.1).
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Type A: Rough Diamonds
This category represents the majority of young Emiratis who may or may 
not have heard about Entrepreneurship. Either way they do not fully 
understand what is entrepreneurship. They do know about businesses, 
people who own businesses, the concept of profit and loss. But they do 
not understand the mechanisms of starting a business. These young 
Emiratis do not know what is involved to become, or indeed be, an entre-
preneur. Basic concepts of cost and income are also vague to this category. 
At some point in their life they may have admired an entrepreneur and 
momentarily wished they had a business. But, they do not have a busi-
ness idea nor have they thought about it in depth. This category of 
Emiratis represents the biggest potential for cultivation but it is in need 
of entrepreneurial inspiration.

Work with Type A: Rough Diamonds is based on promoting entrepre-
neurship and increasing their knowledge. Crucially we need to inspire 
them and get them to think about entrepreneurship as a viable career 
option. These may be through workshops, competitions, specialist events, 
guest speakers, and other inspirational events. Delivering career work-
shop and having a real presence at career fairs in schools and universities 

Rough DiamondsWondering Stars

Free-Radicals

Self-Starters
Nascent 

Entrepreneurs

Fig. 8.1 Taxonomy of Emirati entrepreneurs
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should be a priority for any organization hoping to promote entrepre-
neurship. This work will have a dual benefit of increasing awareness and 
enhancing the skill base and work readiness of these students.

Type B: Wondering Stars
This category represents some Emiratis, especially those that have just 
graduated. Findings from this study would suggest there are more women 
in this category than men. These Emiratis have ambition but without 
well-thought-out ideas about how to realize that ambition. Like Rough 
Diamonds, Emiratis in this category also do not fully understand the 
mechanics of starting and running a business. They have been inspired by 
political leaders past and present, or by someone in their family, or indeed 
because they have a sense of duty toward the family, wider community, 
and the UAE. The previous category represented the biggest opportunity 
to cultivate entrepreneurship, but this category of Emiratis represents the 
most urgent need for intervention or guidance to inform and promote 
the possibilities entrepreneurship has to offer and which niche they might 
fit into. These wondering stars have ambition and a sense of destiny, a 
desire to achieve something, but without the means. They do not know 
what or how, but they just want to be successful.

Work with Type B: Wondering Stars is similar to Type A’s work, as it 
mainly focuses on raising awareness about the possibilities entrepreneur-
ship has to offer. Creativity and idea generation are essential components 
in working with this category. Along with inspiring, the aim here is to 
inform and promote the possibilities entrepreneurship has to offer and 
which niche they might fit into. Idea generations workshops, and compe-
titions are the main means at our disposal. Success with this category is 
measured by how many are able to latch onto an idea and are willing to 
take it forward.

Type C: Free-Radicals
This category represents a minority of Emiratis who have ideas but are 
without direction. These Emiratis are ambitious and equipped with an 
idea or ideas. However, these ideas have to be verified and may need to be 
developed, improved, or changed all together. These Free-Radicals might 

 W. A. Minhas



 211

have been passed through the previous two categories: they might have 
been inspired by an idea or quite likely to have experienced an initiative 
designed to promote entrepreneurship. Either way, crucially they are 
ready (in their minds) to start a business. This group represents the most 
viable category in regard to making an immediate impact and advancing 
entrepreneurship in the UAE.  This category needs acceleration, time, 
space, and support to verify whether their ideas are truly ready for the 
challenges of the market place.

Work with Type C: Free-Radicals need to ensure they are truly ready. 
For this task the work of well qualified mentors, internal and external, is 
important. It is crucial for these potential entrepreneurs not to lose 
momentum and need to accelerate their ideas into fruition. Along with 
mentors there needs to be a lot of individualized support to ensure the 
idea is commercially viable. The free-radical should be capable of taking 
the lead here, conducting market research, and testing and proving their 
concept. The support organization, while working with internal and 
external partners, should also support in connecting with relevant gov-
ernment bodies, support networks, and service providers to verify and 
confirm different aspects of their business. Success at this stage is mea-
sured by the completion of a commercially viable business plan. If the 
plan has achieved funding then it is an added bonus.

Type D: Self-Starters
This is a very small minority of young Emiratis ready to establish, man-
age, and work in their own businesses. These Emiratis have verified busi-
ness plans and are ready to license, or have obtained a license for their 
business. There are also some free-radicals in this group that may already 
be running a small (in most cases) profitable business. But they run it as 
a hobby and without a license. In these cases tailored support is needed 
to help take these Emiratis to the next stage. This support may be pro-
vided by accelerators or incubators, but essentially it needs to be tailored 
to the developmental stage of the individual. This category represents a 
group that is in most urgent need of support, as they are at the cusp of 
success or failure.
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Type E: Nascent Entrepreneurs
This category is very similar to self-starters, if only a little ahead. These 
entrepreneurs have recently entered the market and their businesses 
have very specific needs. These may include but not limited to fund-
ing, office space, customer access and securing sales, office services 
support, and professional services. These Nascent Entrepreneurs have 
taken the brave decision to enter the market, most likely with the sup-
port of one or more GSPs. However, they still need extensive help if 
they are to survive as a small fish in a very big ocean. As one of the 
entrepreneurs alluded to, these entrepreneurs still need someone to 
hold their hand, a “Godfather”. This idea instinctively goes against the 
grain. But these instincts have grown out of free market notions of 
entrepreneurship which need to be reframed in the UAE context. 

Work with Type D and Type E: Self-Starters and Nascent Entrepreneurs, 
respectively, are essentially already entrepreneurs and although their busi-
nesses have very specific needs, the support strategy can be quite similar. 
The essential role of the support organization with these categories is to 
help establish their business until it has a firm grip on the market. This is 
a highly individualized and heavy task. In the UAE support organizations 
will need to establish and make use of effective relationship with their 
respective departments of economic development to license these busi-
nesses. This is a crucial step for entrepreneurs making the first real leap 
into the work of entrepreneurship. A fully equipped facility is essential 
for this task. The equipment here does not just relate to hardware but also 
to support services and access to professional services. These newly 
hatched businesses may stay with the support organization for a year to 
18 months. The emphasis here is on supporting the establishment of a 
new business in the market, mentorship, corporate governance support, 
and future planning.

The last three categories are not transfixed and often flux between one 
category and another depending on their individual needs and stage of 
development. Therefore, the need for individual tailored support is cru-
cial. This is a key factor that binds these last three categories. In all of 
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these categories, individuals are in need of education and training on key 
business aspects. These may range from managing finance to completing 
sales. Scaling the business at an appropriate pace is also a concern. The 
emphasis here is on supporting these Emiratis as they make the transition 
into the market. Support mechanisms for these Emiratis need a clear 
focus on mentorship and corporate governance. These and other support 
strategies will be discussed in the next chapter.

This chapter reported on the key findings and themes that emerged 
from interviews. The themes relate to the external and internal factors 
that were identified by the interviewees most consistently. All themes 
are interconnected and affect Emirati entrepreneurs at different stages 
of the entrepreneurial process within the UAE. These have been used to 
help draw a detailed picture of the Emirati entrepreneur. The next 
chapter provides a summary of results and proposes a model of entre-
preneurship for UAE graduates. The chapter also provides key conclu-
sions drawn out of the findings, and recommendations based on these 
findings.
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9
Emirati Model of Entrepreneurship: 

Critical Success Factors

This section outlines major conclusions that can be drawn from this book 
and through these a model of entrepreneurship in the UAE is proposed. 
Although this model is drawn from the UAE context it has relevance to 
the wider Gulf region. It can help provide a better understanding of 
Emirati entrepreneurs, the challenges they face and which support mech-
anisms can be developed to help advance entrepreneurship specifically 
among this stratum of the population. While conclusions in this chapter 
highlight major tenets of the research they are not intended to diminish 
the developmental conclusions that have already been outlined in this 
book. The developmental conclusions in this chapter aid understanding 
of the overall picture of entrepreneurship in the UAE and help explain 
the entrepreneurial gap within the UAE. The key conclusions outlined in 
this section focus on the main factors that affect Emiratis in making a 
choice between entrepreneurship and employment. This also helps add to 
the limited but increasing range of empirical knowledge in the context of 
entrepreneurship within the UAE.

Social class has an effect on Emirati graduates’ entrepreneurial inten-
tions. There is a widely held misconception that all Emiratis are rich. The 
glittering sky scrapers and various records for the first, biggest, or best 
make this an easy buy. Furthermore, there is scant empirical evidence to 
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correct this myth (Jones 2011). Generous government social support 
programs do maintain Emiratis well above the poverty line. However, 
large families and an increasing inflation make it difficult to classify all 
Emiratis in the mid to high income bracket (Kirdar 2010). Emiratis from 
moderate to low level income families are less likely to engage in entre-
preneurship because of the high levels of uncertainty it poses. Emiratis 
from high income families not only perceive finance as low to medium 
risk factor, but are also more likely to have access to financial support. 
Thus, Emiratis from higher income families are more likely to engage in 
entrepreneurship. In the same vein, the study also revealed that entrepre-
neurs who have a history of entrepreneurship in the family are more likely 
to start a business than those who do not.

The importance of family has been recognized in a number of other 
studies in the region. However, these studies do not provide appropriate 
depth on its effect on Emiratis (Erogul and McCrohan 2008; Haan 2004; 
Hossan et al. 2013; Itani et al. 2011). If financial support is not required 
for the extended family, overall the family has a positive effect on female 
entrepreneurs because the family is seen as a support mechanism. 
However, even if the extended family does not require financial support, 
for male entrepreneurs the family still represents a negative element and 
ultimately a barrier to entrepreneurship. It is important to clarify the 
term ‘negative element’ here. Family is an important and cherished social 
institution for Emiratis. The head of family, usually a male, is responsible 
for the family’s upkeep and this responsibility takes priority over personal 
ambitions or risker propositions (entrepreneurship) and superseded by 
safer propositions (employment). The term negative elements is used to 
highlight the fact that regardless of family circumstance, for males it is 
seen as the most important responsibility. This helps explain why the two 
male entrepreneurs chose not to marry. Thus, it can be concluded that 
the family is a major factor affecting entrepreneurship in the UAE; how-
ever, it affects male and female entrepreneurs differently. This also high-
lights the importance of gender and its effects on entrepreneurship within 
the UAE.

A number of studies in the region have highlighted that female entre-
preneurs are more proactive and motivated than their male counterparts 
(Gallant and Pounder 2008; Itani et al. 2011). Although there is a range 
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of reasons for this gender imbalance, following on from the above con-
clusion it can be argued that the way males and females interact with the 
family within the UAE’s social structure plays a big role. For example, if 
the family is perceived as a support mechanism instead of a responsibility, 
then individuals are more likely to accept uncertainty and undertake 
entrepreneurial action. Interview data from all of the participants high-
lights the family as the single most important factor for UAE graduates. 
Therefore, it is understandable how it could contribute to creating a gen-
der imbalance in the way males and females evaluate risk and entrepre-
neurial action.

Although reputation has not featured in previous studies conducted in 
the region, this book highlights the way social class and culture combine 
to emphasize reputation as a major factor affecting levels of new start-up 
activity in the UAE. Further, gender imbalances can be observed when it 
comes to reputation. The interview data revealed that loss of reputation 
due to failure in business was a major concern for nearly all male partici-
pants but did not appear as a concern for any of the female participants. 
In the same vein, government regulation, specifically on bankruptcy and 
the social stigma attached to financial failure, also came across as a major 
barrier to entrepreneurship, but again this mainly seemed to concern the 
male participants. Thus, a combination of responsibility to family and 
reputation may be the key factors in creating the gender imbalance iden-
tified by previous studies. This also helps explain why young female 
Emiratis appear to be more proactive and motivated in the field of entre-
preneurship than their male counterparts.

It is important to point out that motivation and pro-activeness alone 
are not enough at this stage to propel female entrepreneurs ahead of their 
male counterparts. In 2013 only 44% of female Emiratis participated in 
the labor market compared to 92% of males (The Economic Review 
2013). Higher levels of entrepreneurial intentions also have not led to 
better gender equality (Sarfaraz et al. 2014). For example, female entre-
preneurs still find it more difficult to open a company in the UAE 
(Mazrouei and Krotov 2016). Nevertheless, female entrepreneurs are 
becoming more prominent and more important in the UAE context 
(Tashakova 2016) and increasingly taking a leading role in the UAE’s 
economic landscape. A point highlighted well by the increase in labor 
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force participation rates from 44% in 2013 to 51.5% in 2014 (Young 
2016).

The importance of education in advancing entrepreneurship has been 
recognized in regional studies and beyond. Studies in the UAE have also 
revealed that, although young Emiratis recognize the importance and 
role of education in establishing successful businesses, they do not find 
appropriate educational programs that would help them achieve this goal 
(Sowmya et al. 2010). This study corroborates these findings. However, 
research participants also revealed what they saw as the key components 
of effective entrepreneurial education. For example, participants from 
both the entrepreneurs and employee sample recognized the impact of 
experiential education. Furthermore, participants highlighted that entre-
preneurial education was most effective when it was delivered in partner-
ship with other public and private sector organizations. Thus, it can be 
concluded that an increase in educational partnerships between educa-
tional institutes and other relevant public and private sector organiza-
tions represents one of the main ways to improve entrepreneurial 
education within the UAE. In fact an increasing number of higher educa-
tion institutions in the region are now actively developing their own 
incubators and innovation hubs to help foster entrepreneurship. This 
approach has also been successfully adopted in Europe and the United 
States (Groenewegen and Steen 2007; Grossman 2008; Nelson 2007; 
Patrinos et al. 2009).

Previous studies in the region have recognized the value of GSPs in 
advancing entrepreneurship within the UAE (Haan 2004; Sikdar and Vel 
2011). However, this study has revealed mixed results. GSPs, in partner-
ship with educational institutions, seem to play a crucial role in creating 
entrepreneurial intentions among young Emiratis. The entrepreneur 
sample also credited GSPs as key components in helping them start their 
businesses. However, entrepreneurs in the technology sector criticized 
GSPs for not doing enough to aid business survival and growth once the 
business had started. This was in stark contrast to feedback from entre-
preneurs whose businesses were in the more traditional fashion industry. 
Thus, it can be concluded that while GSPs play an invaluable role in 
advancing entrepreneurship within the UAE, they may lack capabilities 
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to cater to entrepreneurs who start non-traditional businesses, especially 
in the technology sector.

A focus on GSPs also revealed an interesting concept of “Wasta”, 
translating to who you know or who you are connected with that works 
in relevant GSPs, indicating that access or speed of access to GSPs is 
determined by whether applicants are connected with someone work-
ing in these organizations. Participants in both samples commented 
that access to GSPs was affected by Wasta. As there is little to no previ-
ous empirical research on this area, it is difficult to understand the full 
implications of this factor. Nevertheless, the fact that most participants 
touched on this issue does highlight that Emiratis at least perceive it as 
an important factor in accessing government support programs. 
Therefore, perceptions of Wasta affect an individual’s perceived behav-
ior control as it distorts how they evaluate one action over another, 
which overall, signifies negative implications for entrepreneurship 
within the UAE.

When comparing the samples of entrepreneurs and employees, the 
study revealed similarities in personality traits such as the need for 
achievement and independence. However, these personality traits seem 
to play a secondary role in determining entrepreneurial action, as other 
facets of the individual context, such as commitment to family, were the 
primary concerns of young Emiratis. The ineffectiveness of personality 
traits as the sole definers of entrepreneurs is in line with previous research 
(Gartner 1988; Shane et al. 2003). However, the study did reveal stark 
differences in the way entrepreneurs and employees perceived risk and 
uncertainty. Arguably, for employees the effect of these traits was enhanced 
by other external factors, such as family, culture, and class. For example, 
financial commitments imposed on most of the employees because of 
their family circumstances increased the impact of risk.

Comparatively, entrepreneurs revealed a very different outlook on risk 
and uncertainty. This may be largely due to their family’s stronger finan-
cial position, or family circumstances, but also due to other factors such 
as family support. For the entrepreneurs, the threat to the loss of reputa-
tion also did not have the same significance as it did for the employees. 
Furthermore, entrepreneurs also demonstrated a capacity to innovate, 
which enabled them to survive in competitive markets. These factors 
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empowered entrepreneurs to undertake greater risks and rationalize 
uncertainly. Thus, it can also be concluded that although personality 
traits cannot fully define Emirati entrepreneurs, their ability to accept 
risk and uncertainty enables them to start a business, whereas it is their 
capacity to innovate that enables them to survive and succeed.

One of the most interesting findings in this study focuses on the appeal 
of political role models in the UAE. Emiratis, whether entrepreneurs or 
employees, seem to be inspired by past and present political leaders. This 
is in stark contrast to most parts of the world, where political leaders are 
a target of public condemnation. Instead, Emiratis are inspired by their 
political role models to achieve more for themselves and the wider soci-
ety. Therefore, it can be concluded that although social institutions such 
as family, culture, and government have an enduring effect on entrepre-
neurship within the UAE, political role models play a significant role in 
inspiring Emiratis to excel and find ways of improving themselves and 
the UAE.

The study concludes that, although a diverse combination of internal 
and external factors affects the entrepreneurial process within the UAE 
context at different stages, three constants of family, government, and 
education affect entrepreneurs, and therefore entrepreneurship, at every 
stage. Thus, it can be concluded that a combination of these factors, sup-
ported by other peripheral factors such as culture and personality traits, 
make up the individual context and inspire origins of ambition motiva-
tion. A combination of these three factors highlights entrepreneurship as 
a viable career option for Emiratis to achieve these ambitions; therefore, 
they are also a source of entrepreneurial intentions. In the same way, these 
factors help Emiratis determine whether they can act on their intentions. 
Whether Emiratis choose to start a business or find employment, the 
same combination of family, education, and government enables them to 
succeed in their choice of careers.

Lastly, this study concludes that the entrepreneurial gap exists within 
the UAE because Emiratis with entrepreneurial intentions are not able to 
act upon them because of family circumstances, social class, social stigma 
attached to financial failure, and financial regulation. These external fac-
tors have a knock-on effect on internal factors and affect how Emiratis 
perceive risk and evaluate entrepreneurial action, while other factors, 
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such as government support programs and effective entrepreneurial edu-
cation, can potentially improve levels of entrepreneurial intentions and 
facilitate entrepreneurial action among Emiratis. The external factors 
mentioned above ultimately act as the main barriers and create the entre-
preneurial gap within the UAE. Although these factors explain the entre-
preneurial gap, the same factors also explain why Emirati graduates 
actually start a business. Therefore, slight variations in circumstance 
could make the difference between entrepreneurship and employment. 
This highlights significant opportunities to advance entrepreneurship 
within the UAE which will be discussed in the next section of chapter 
which outlines an EME.

The research findings outlined in this book also highlight a number of 
questions which warrant further research in at least five key areas. 
Entrepreneurs with technology based businesses indicated deficiencies 
in GSPs. If so, this highlights GSPs as barriers to technological innova-
tion within the UAE. This area needs further investigation because if the 
entrepreneur’s claims are substantiated and strategies to improve support 
for technology entrepreneurs are identified, then it would mark a major 
step toward achieving the government’s aim of a knowledge based econ-
omy. The history of entrepreneurship within the family has a major 
effect on an individual’s likelihood of starting a business. Although this 
facet is well researched worldwide, there is not enough empirical evi-
dence within the UAE to support this claim. This current study has 
certainly found this to be the case within the entrepreneur sample. 
However, quantitative  methodology should be employed with a larger 
sample to further investigate this aspect and produce findings that can 
be generalized.

The study has identified a gender imbalance within the entrepreneur 
sample. Furthermore, the study has also attributed the gender imbalance 
to key facets in the UAE culture, for example, the role of males in regard 
to financial responsibilities toward the family, negative perceptions of 
family commitment, and stigma of failure. Arguably these aspects lead to 
differences in motivation and perception of risk. This area represents an 
interesting area of research. Confirming and identifying these and addi-
tional factors that affect motivation and perception among males through 
empirical research would significantly improve support mechanisms 
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designed to advance entrepreneurship within the UAE. The impact of 
social class on entrepreneurship lacks empirical data within the UAE. This 
study touches on the effects of social class on entrepreneurs. However, 
further research is required to assess and confirm the impact of social class 
on entrepreneurship within the UAE. Better understanding of this area 
can potentially help a large number of entrepreneurs, improve social 
mobility and enhance the support of entrepreneurship within the UAE 
and beyond. A regional study, using a qualitative approach, focusing on a 
two-tier sample of entrepreneurs, from different scales of the social class 
would provide the best means of understanding the experiences of entre-
preneurs from diverse backgrounds.

Lastly, the impact of political role models clearly had an effect on 
entrepreneurs. The entrepreneurs sample consistently related their early 
personal ambition motivation to political role models, who were also a 
source of motivation throughout the entrepreneurial process. It would be 
interesting to explore this phenomenon on a wider scale with a larger 
sample, not only to be able to generalize but also compare with other 
parts of the world and political systems. This represents an important area 
of research, as it brings together different disciplines of economics, politi-
cal science, and entrepreneurship. A comparative international study 
using a mixed method approach would be useful in exploring this area 
further.

 Emirati Model of Entrepreneurship

This short section outlines how different themes interact and create the 
different stages within the entrepreneurial process, specifically in the con-
text of Emirati nationals. The interrelated themes emerging from the 
interview data affected Emiratis at different stages and alluded to an 
EME. By understanding the experiences of participants, we can start to 
identify key elements that cause the entrepreneurial gap within the 
UAE. Based upon their experiences and a range of internal and external 
factors, Emirati entrepreneurs revealed ambition, intentions, action and 
success as the most important elements in their experiences (Fig. 9.1).
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However, this oversimplifies a complicated set of processes and over-
looks key elements of the individual context that provide insights into the 
origins of entrepreneurial motivation and factors that moderate behavior 
throughout different stages of the entrepreneurial process for nascent 
Emirati entrepreneurs. A combination of family, culture, political role 
models and, to a lesser extent, education seem to inspire Emiratis and 
develop crucial personality traits, such as the need for achievement and 
need for independence. This is the first stage and lays the foundation for 
personal ambition, which is deeply rooted in the desire to prove them-
selves, to improve their personal situation and that of others in the 
UAE. However, this ambition is largely undirected.

The combination of GSPs, family circumstance, education, and, to a 
lesser extent, culture highlight entrepreneurship as an appropriate vehicle 
to fulfill personal ambitions and thus develop entrepreneurial intentions. 
Therefore, the origins of entrepreneurial intentions, within the UAE con-
text, stem from the individual context. The most important elements in 
the individual context are personality traits, the effect of political role 
models and family circumstances, specifically a history of entrepreneur-
ship and the family’s financial situation. These factors also determine the 
strength of entrepreneurial intentions.

Fig. 9.1 Basic model outline
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As extensive empirical data suggests, intentions do not necessarily 
equate to action, which also applies in the UAE context (Bae et al. 2014; 
Bahrami 2014; Shane et  al. 2003). Whether Emiratis acted on their 
entrepreneurial intentions or sought employment depended heavily on 
their perceived potential levels of success in any one of these behaviors. 
Key elements such as family, education, government regulation, and 
start-up programs played a vital role in moderating individual behavior. 
Perceived behavior control also moderated behavior and emerged as the 
essential component leading to entrepreneurial action. The entrepreneur-
ial process does not stop at action, gathering the experiences of Emirati 
entrepreneurs also revealed what they considered to be important in 
achieving entrepreneurial success. This highlighted five key stages within 
the UAE entrepreneurial process for Emiratis, illustrated in the proposed 
EME (Fig. 9.2).

The model suggests a range of external factors at play that shape and 
influence personality traits and perceptions. Ultimately, the combination 
of these factors modifies the behavior of Emirati Nationals. This phe-
nomenon is well researched (Berglund 2005; Carsrud and Brännback 
2011; Liñan 2011; Reynolds et  al. 1999). However, some elements 
within the external factors are unique to the UAE and, arguably, the 
wider Gulf region. For example, in comparison to studies in Europe, 
family plays a much stronger role in the UAE. The threat to the loss of 
reputation also seems to have a greater effect on Emiratis. The impact of 
political role models in inspiring young people has not been explored in 
great depth elsewhere and it would be interesting to see if political role 
models play a similar role in other parts of the world. It is clear they have 
a crucial role in inspiring young people to do better for themselves and 
for others.

 The Entrepreneurial Gap

To conclude, the entrepreneurial gap within the UAE exists because of 
the inability of young Emiratis to translate their entrepreneurial inten-
tions into action. However, there are a number of factors that develop 
entrepreneurial intentions and affect Emirati entrepreneurs after they 
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have taken entrepreneurial action. Hence a number of conclusions can be 
drawn from findings that make important academic contributions to 
understanding the entrepreneurial process for nascent Emirati entrepre-
neurs within the UAE and beyond. On the surface, the answers may lie 
within the individual’s personality traits and the low risk-taking propen-
sity among Emirati graduates.

EME suggests that major opportunities to convert entrepreneurial 
intentions into action are rooted in providing access to finance, respon-
sive GSPs, and financial regulation, along with effective entrepreneurial 
education. However, arguably, these factors are already available to most 
Emiratis, especially those interested in opening traditional businesses and 
despite these, the entrepreneurial gap remains. Indeed, to close the entre-
preneurial gap within the UAE, a holistic approach is required which 
needs to consider additional factors such as an individual’s personal cir-
cumstances, for example, their financial responsibility and commitment 
to family, their entrepreneurial and market knowledge, how they perceive 
competition, and threat to the loss of reputation. Addressing these key 
issues will also help pacify personality traits that deter individuals from 
taking entrepreneurial action such as low risk-taking propensity or fear of 
failure.

Lower propensity to take risks was a dividing factor between the entre-
preneur and employee sample. This rationale is also supported by empiri-
cal data from around the world (Collins et al. 2004; Shane et al. 2003; 
Wagner and Ziltener 2008). However, this individual trait is a product of 
the sample’s environment and results from a complex network of external 
factors that develop risk-taking propensity and influence individual 
behavior when faced with the choice of tasks with varying degrees of 
uncertainty. In this regard, the role of family and government came across 
as the most important influences on Emirati graduates.

A combination of an individual’s position among siblings, the family’s 
financial situation and the individual’s commitment and financial respon-
sibility toward the family dictated the level of acceptable risk when evalu-
ating career options between employment and entrepreneurship. If an 
individual was responsible for providing for the family, which inciden-
tally is normally a responsibility of the eldest child in the family and only 
required if the family is not financially secure, then the uncertainty posed 
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by entrepreneurship is too much to bear. Emiratis are deeply affected by 
their family circumstances. If the family is not financially secure and an 
individual feels responsible to provide for the family financially, then they 
are unlikely to risk starting a business until their circumstances change. 
This is regardless of the strength of their entrepreneurial intentions. 
Therefore, unfavorable family financial circumstances are a key barrier for 
Emiratis trying to translate their intentions into action.

There is a direct link between the family’s financial position and an 
individual’s risk-taking propensity. However, this also highlights social 
class as an important factor in influencing entrepreneurship within the 
UAE. In a country stereotyped with excessive wealth, the impact of social 
class has not featured in empirical research. Variances in social class would 
also explain attitudes toward social standing or reputation. Along with 
family, culture, and specifically the threat to loss of reputation, came 
across as major barriers for Emirati graduates. Reputation only seemed to 
be a major factor for the male sample. The female sample was hindered 
by family approval but, although it was required, none of the participants 
highlighted difficulties in gaining family approval.

These variances highlight gender differences in the challenges faced by 
Emirati graduates. A combination of not letting the family down finan-
cially and in regard to social standing, led to a fear of failure in both male 
and female participants. Therefore, participants demonstrated they were 
more likely to choose tasks which they perceived to be safer and promised 
higher levels of success. This selection process was based on an individu-
al’s perceived behavior control or perceived likelihood of success in a 
given task.

It should also be noted that the differences in the average age between 
the entrepreneur and employee sample and the similarities between some 
employee and entrepreneur participants point to the likelihood of some 
employees becoming entrepreneurs in the future. Emp1F and Emp2M 
would certainly fall in this category. Thus, it can also be concluded that 
for Emiratis, the void between employment and entrepreneurship is not 
wholly static. Instead, at least for some, it is in a state of flux, where slight 
changes in personal circumstances can push Emiratis to make the leap 
from employment to entrepreneurship. This notion is supported by the 
fact that all but one of the entrepreneurs were employed at some point 
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and only made the jump to entrepreneurship once their circumstances 
allowed.

Perceived behavior control was evaluated by gauging a range of factors 
that, in the participants’ minds, influenced the likelihood of success in 
starting a business. Among these, access to finance and access to start-up 
support came across as the most important factors. None of the employ-
ees sample had access to finance and attributed this as the main barrier to 
starting the business. In contrast, all of the entrepreneurs had access to 
finance, which they saw as one of the most important steps in starting a 
business. The availability of finance gave participants confidence and 
motivated them to forge ahead. However, as many of the entrepreneurs 
revealed, access to finance was not a chance encounter; they had strong 
intentions of starting a business and accumulated the required finance 
over time. Entrepreneurs planned for a launch strategy that was in line 
with the finance available. Furthermore, as the incubator manager sample 
indicated, finance is readily available to Emiratis and does not represent a 
major barrier.

The importance of access to finance is supported by a plethora of 
empirical data (Gupta et al. 2012; Fayolle et al. 2014; Rocha et al. 2010). 
However, access to government support and its impact on entrepreneurs 
is less researched (Itani et al. 2011). Those who had access to government 
support were able to start their businesses successfully, highlighting start-
 up support programs as major contributors to entrepreneurship within 
the UAE context. The fact that the employee sample did not attempt to 
access start-up support demonstrates weak intentions rather than limita-
tions of start-up programs. Furthermore, this also demonstrates that 
access to finance and start-up support are there for those who are suitably 
motivated. Therefore, although access to finance and start-up support 
programs are a major factor in explaining the entrepreneurial gap within 
the UAE, securing the required finance and start-up support depended 
upon the strength of an individual’s entrepreneurial intentions.

The strength of entrepreneurial intentions related directly to the 
strength of individual ambition. Emirati graduates that had a strong his-
tory of entrepreneurship, whose family’s financial position was sound and 
who were deeply inspired by political role models, had strong need for 
achievement and ambitions to improve themselves and their community. 
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These individuals were able to highlight opportunities and through edu-
cational and government input identified a career in entrepreneurship as 
the most viable option to fulfill their ambitions. Arguably, the strength of 
their conviction or ambition helped them overcome perceived risk and 
challenges such as access to finance and motivated them to seek and 
secure government start-up support to start their business.

 Critical Success Factors

This section focuses on the main recommendations drawn from conclu-
sions and other results of this study. These practical recommendations on 
critical success factors mainly focus on reducing the effects of barriers and 
creating better opportunities for nascent Emirati entrepreneurs to start 
business ventures rather than finding employment. There is also an 
emphasis on revamping support mechanisms that encourage and support 
Emiratis to develop and act on their entrepreneurial intentions. These 
recommendations are aimed at nascent Emirati entrepreneurs to better 
understand the challenges they face and how these may be overcome. 
However, primarily these recommendations are intended for key stake-
holders supporting entrepreneurship and interested in advancing it in the 
UAE and beyond. Highlighting these critical success factors will enhance 
our understanding of nascent entrepreneurs. Before focusing on 
 overarching recommendations, it is useful to address the support mecha-
nisms that specifically focus on the needs of Emiratis who are at different 
stages of their entrepreneurial journey.

The last chapter highlighted the taxonomy of potential Emirati entre-
preneurs with very specific support needs.

• Type A: Rough Diamonds
• Type B: Wondering Stars
• Type C: Free-Radicals
• Type D: Self-Starters
• Type E: Nascent Entrepreneurs

 Emirati Model of Entrepreneurship: Critical Success Factors 
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A critical success factor for advancing entrepreneurships in the UAE is 
supporting the development of individual Emiratis as discussed in the 
previous chapter. This section takes a slightly wider view and makes rec-
ommendations to support Emirati entrepreneurs as a whole.

 Financial Safety Net for Emirati Entrepreneurs

The employee sample cited financial responsibility and commitment to 
family as one of the main reasons for not acting upon entrepreneurial 
intentions. This notion was also supported by one of the incubator 
managers, Inc01F.  The incubator manager suggested a government 
funded program to create a financial net for new Emirati entrepreneurs. 
Therefore, those who have financial commitments toward family are 
able to meet these responsibilities by a temporary income provided 
through an extension of existing GSPs that focus on advancing entre-
preneurship. Entrepreneurs gaining a stipendium income for starting a 
business venture seems far-fetched from a western perspective. This 
notion also conflicts with the theory of the entrepreneur because a 
guaranteed income essentially reduces the risk associated with starting 
a business, which diminishes the primary role of an entrepreneur as the 
risk bearer.

However, the UAE is recognized for providing one of the most gener-
ous social welfare systems in the region (Bradshaw et  al. 2004). 
Furthermore, the advancement of entrepreneurship is one of its key pri-
orities (Dubai SME 2011; Government of Abu Dhabi 2008; Sikdar and 
Vel 2011). This recommendation does not sit well with traditional con-
cepts of entrepreneurship; however, we need bespoke localized and 
regional solutions to support entrepreneurs in an increasingly globalized 
world. A temporary financial safety net for new Emirati entrepreneurs is 
a practical proposition and provides an effective means of encouraging 
Emiratis to start new business ventures instead of finding employment. 
This initiative may require cooperation between different government 
agencies, such as the Ministry for Social Welfare and relevant depart-
ments of economic development in each Emirate. Furthermore, the 
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entrepreneurs may also have to be means tested. These represent signifi-
cant challenges and could lead to increased bureaucracy; nevertheless, it 
is an avenue worth exploring.

As the study has revealed, a slight change in circumstances makes the 
difference between whether Emiratis with entrepreneurial intentions 
actually start a business or find employment. To an extent, a financial 
safety net would also eliminate barriers created by social class and may 
bridge the gender gap identified in the study. For example, young Emiratis 
from moderate income families, especially males, who in the past had to 
find employment due to financial commitments to the family, would be 
able to act on their entrepreneurial intentions. This slight change in cir-
cumstances would also affect how young Emiratis perceive risk. A reduc-
tion in associated risk will have positive implications on attitudes and the 
way Emiratis evaluate entrepreneurial action. Thus, neutralizing some 
external factors would enable Emiratis to transcend external pressures, 
allowing them to take advantage of positive personality traits and act on 
their intentions.

 Expansion of Government Support Programs

Although GSPs are playing an integral role in supporting Emirati entre-
preneurs, they must widen their scope and enhance their capabilities. 
This will enable them to better support entrepreneurs engaged in non-
traditional business activities. The entrepreneur sample acknowledged 
the benefit of GSPs, such as Dubai SME. These programs enabled entre-
preneurs to start their businesses quicker and cheaper than non-nationals 
(a form of positive discrimination justified in a landscape where the 
national population represents just 13% of the total population). These 
programs also enabled entrepreneurs to gain access to new markets and 
helped further establish their businesses.

However, these benefits were limited to traditional businesses. 
Entrepreneurs engaged in non-traditional businesses were critical of 
support levels after the start-up stage. These entrepreneurs wanted to 
see an expansion of GSPs to an extent that they take an active role in 
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identifying and closing sales opportunities, almost as if new businesses 
in non-traditional sectors were to be nationalized before being priva-
tized. As with the first recommendation, this idea of handholding may 
seem alien and contrary to traditional concepts of entrepreneurship. 
However, as Ent01M highlighted, some entrepreneurs in the UAE are 
in direct competition with multinational firms that have been around 
for decades. These entrepreneurs are not just expected to compete in 
the market, but eventually to lead it. Therefore, they require support 
that goes beyond the start-up stage and helps them survive, establish, 
and grow their business.

This is not a new solution, as Inc02M indicated a number of incuba-
tors that have an equity stake in new businesses do actively engage to help 
them establish themselves. This process would also be instrumental in 
instilling experience and personal growth for young Emiratis who, in 
some cases, are venturing into the real world for the first time. The disad-
vantages of protectionism are well documented; however, with the advent 
of globalization, the regulatory role of competition in markets is obsolete 
(Boettke and Coyne 2003; Hayek 1968; Nee and Young 1991; Steele 
2001). Large multinationals enjoy de-facto price monopolies across vast 
and diverse geographical regions that are almost impossible to regulate. 
Therefore, the government must go beyond traditional financial support 
mechanisms, such as subsidies, and play a proactive role in establishing 
nascent businesses after initiation. To an extent, this approach is being 
applied by a number of support programs in the UAE; however, as men-
tioned previously, they tend to focus on traditional businesses. This study 
recommends that programs such as Dubai SME or Khalifa fund expand 
their scope to cater to non-traditional businesses. Educational establish-
ments have to play a greater role in supporting the taxonomy of potential 
and aspiring entrepreneurs.

 Effective Promotion of Government Support Programs

As the study revealed, all participants, whether entrepreneurs or employ-
ees, knew of at least one GSPs. However, almost half of the participants, 
mostly from the employee sample, did not have appropriate knowledge 
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of the types of services they could access. Furthermore, participants from 
both segments expressed negative perceptions of Wasta and the time asso-
ciated with accessing government support (as mentioned in the previous 
section Wasta is an Arabic word referring to how connected you are or 
who you know). However, the study also revealed that participants who 
did not try and access government support, most likely did not do so 
because of their circumstances and weak entrepreneurial intentions, 
rather than a lack of information. Nevertheless, a crucial aspect creating 
successful GSPs is their effective promotion.

The fact that most participants knew about GSPs but did not know 
what they entailed, or how to access them, points to a change in com-
munication strategy. Currently, a number of GSPs rely on sponsoring 
competitions as their main promotion strategy, especially for university 
students, which clearly works (Dubai SME 2011). However, it does not 
go far enough. This study recommends more information should be 
communicated on the types of services available and how these services 
can be accessed.

Integrating this information as an aspect of competitions would have 
added value. Apart from competitions and along with existing promo-
tional tools, relevant GSPs could also offer dedicated in-house work-
shops and complementary tours of the organization to university 
students. This will not only attract more Emiratis to apply but also 
enable potential entrepreneurs to physically interact with staff and get 
a real feel of the services and support they can expect. As an added ben-
efit, these practices may also quell some doubts about access to services 
without Wasta.

 Educational Establishments and Public, Private Sector 
Collaboration

Participants from both sample segments stressed that their experiences 
with entrepreneurship education were most effective when it was deliv-
ered in collaboration with other public or private sector organizations. 
Participants who had not experienced this expressed a desire for entrepre-
neurship education to be delivered in this way. This reflects that all par-
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ticipants at least had an awareness that benefits of entrepreneurial 
education are enhanced when educational establishments deliver in col-
laboration with relevant public or private sector organizations. There is 
also extensive empirical data available in this area, especially in Western 
education systems, where experiential learning entails practical input 
from industry (Groenewegen and Steen 2007; Grossman 2008; Nelson 
2007). However, the UAE and wider region still needs to catch up (Itani 
et al. 2011). As the MEEG model has outlined, education plays an inte-
gral part in the entrepreneurial process for Emirati graduates and affects 
multiple stages of the process. Therefore, the study recommends educa-
tional establishments develop relationships and collaborate effectively 
with a range of relevant public and private sector organizations to enhance 
entrepreneurial education.

As Ent02F highlighted, collaborations between educational institu-
tions and public or private sector organizations to enhance entrepreneur-
ial education were most beneficial when individual courses were linked to 
specific external partners that provided the best fit to gain the most rele-
vant input. For Ent02F, this was one of the main experiences that high-
lighted entrepreneurship as a viable career option to satisfy her need for 
achievement. Similarly, Emp03F pointed out that a government funded 
entrepreneurial education program delivered through the university was 
key to developing her original ambition motivation. Thus, clearly educa-
tion has a role to play within the UAE’s entrepreneurial process. However, 
effective entrepreneurial education must be linked with practical input 
from experienced external entities. Furthermore, the benefits of entrepre-
neurial education must be extended to all disciplines and not just courses 
associated with business or economics.

The call for cross-curriculum integration of entrepreneurial education 
has gained momentum in recent years (Collinson 1999; Wilson 2008). 
However, in reality entrepreneurial education, in most educational estab-
lishments, is typically available within the school of business. Non- 
business students do have access through a number of entrepreneurial 
competitions and some universities offer entrepreneurship as an elective 
course. Some institutions offer entrepreneurship across the curriculum as 
a standalone course. For example, Higher Colleges of Technology stu-
dents, whether studying engineering or graphic design, undertake a 
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course in entrepreneurship. Hence, although there is a wide verity of 
techniques being employed to provide access to entrepreneurial educa-
tion, its manifestation is limited and sporadic at best. Furthermore, one 
would argue that entrepreneurial education should go beyond a stand-
alone course or the confines of competitions.

As the literature review has revealed, entrepreneurship provides the 
foundations for our modern civilization: it exists in every aspect of human 
life and therefore is relevant to every educational discipline. Hence, entre-
preneurial education should be woven into every program, not as a sepa-
rate course but integrated into programs students undertake, because 
ultimately every program provides students with options that either lead 
to employment or entrepreneurship. An effective entrepreneurial curricu-
lum provides an effective solution to these issues (Collinson 1999). Lastly, 
most higher education institutions have a dedicated career center on 
campus. These centers need to be twinned with business incubators or 
innovation hubs so that graduating students not only have access to sup-
port in finding employment, but also have the same opportunities to start 
businesses.

 Changes in Government Regulation

The UAE and the wider Middle East region have some of the most strin-
gent bankruptcy laws in the world. Previous studies have called for a 
change in bankruptcy laws, as currently financial failure could land entre-
preneurs in jail (Rocha et al. 2010; Gupta et al. 2012). Participants from 
both samples were clearly affected by this factor, which also had a knock-
on effect on how Emiratis perceive risk associated with uncertainty and 
social stigma attached to financial failure. A combination of these factors 
significantly diminishes an individual’s evaluation of entrepreneurial 
action. A relaxation in bankruptcy laws will significantly increase the 
number of Emirati owned nascent businesses as they ultimately reduce 
the risk associated with entrepreneurial action. Therefore, in line with 
previous studies, changes to current bankruptcy laws are strongly recom-
mended. In fact, at the time of writing, news agencies were reporting 
imminent changes government regulation regarding bankruptcy laws. 
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And since then bankruptcy laws in particular have received significant 
reforms. Under the Federal Decree No 9, as of December 29, 2016, 
bankruptcy in the UAE was decriminalized. Although this law reform 
does not apply to private individuals and still requires commercial enti-
ties to meet several conditions, it is a significant step forward in increas-
ing the UAE’s international competitiveness and benchmarking the 
UAE’s regulatory framework with advanced economies.

Changes to the bankruptcy laws allow companies, traders, and govern-
ment funded companies to seek insolvency assistance without the crimi-
nal penalties, provided that the application has been made within 30 
business days of the first default. There are four main routes companies 
can use. Insolvency with restructuring, where creditor approved debt 
restructuring, overseen by civil courts, is applied for over a period of five 
years. This period can be further extended to another three years, but, 
requires the same due process. Protective composition, which seems to be 
the most preferred option, encourages businesses to address imminent 
financial woes before they come to a head. Otherwise the same condi-
tions as the insolvency with restructuring apply. Insolvency and liquida-
tion, is the least preferred as it comes into place if the creditors do not 
agree with the protective composition or restructuring plan. The court 
itself can deem insolvency plan inappropriate and therefore call for trust-
ees to oversee the liquidation process. In both cases the company and 
creditors have to meet a timeframe, set by the court, to make objections. 
Companies can also seek new financing to avoid bankruptcy, but this is 
only after protective composition or restructuring scheme have been 
agreed to and safeguards guaranteed for secured creditors. Ultimately 
these changes create a safer and more transparent environment for entre-
preneurs when it comes to securing finance (KPMG International 2017; 
UAE Ministry of Finance 2016).

There are other nuances to bankruptcy laws but the scope of this book 
does not allow for further exploration. Suffice to say these changes have 
made it much easier to do business in the UAE: a factor signified in the 
2017/18 World Bank Rankings for Ease of Doing Business which places 
the UAE 1st in the Middle East and North Africa region (MENA) and 
21st globally (World Bank 2018). This is a significant improvement on 
its last ranking (2010) which placed it 3rd in the MENA region and 33rd 
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globally (World Bank 2010). Yet it is still a long way from the top ten 
global ranking, the UAE political leadership has envisioned. Interestingly, 
when it comes to starting a business, the UAE is still ranked 3rd in the 
MENA region and only 51st globally (World Bank 2018). This indicates 
there are significant opportunities ahead to further improve the entrepre-
neurial ecosystem within the UAE. An important factor to consider here 
relates to Business licensing.

Participants in the entrepreneur sample were also critical of the level of 
bureaucracy associated with government services and support programs. 
The incubator manager sample also corroborated this notion and shared 
experiences where individuals had opted for a job specifically because of 
the time-lag in gaining government support. Although these cases are 
rare and mainly associated with non-traditional businesses, this study rec-
ommends relevant government departments should adopt strategies that 
reduce bureaucracy and improve flexibility, responsiveness and, ulti-
mately, accessibility.

To an extent, some steps have been taken to improve accessibility. For 
example, the UAE government’s E-Government program has brought 
almost all government services, including new business licenses, online. 
However, even though it is easier to apply, the time taken to gain relevant 
approvals has not improved. Similarly, even though there is a fast-track 
licensing service offered through GSPs, the service is limited to specific 
business types. This situation is further exacerbated when it comes to 
non-traditional businesses that are not pre-approved for licensing. As one 
of the incubator managers highlighted, these non-traditional businesses 
can take months to gain approval, by which time either the entrepre-
neur’s circumstances have changed or the market opportunity is gone. 
Either way, this represents a significant disadvantage for entrepreneurship 
within the UAE. Reducing the time-lag, especially for non-traditional 
businesses needing new approvals, would significantly improve the pros-
pects of entrepreneurship within the UAE.

Lastly, there is a need to recognize the potential pit falls of a target 
drive culture. The development of a long-term strategy has inevitably led 
to the formation of many key performance indicators (KPIs) across all 
industries in the UAE, public and private sector entities mandated with 
supporting entrepreneurship included. These performance indicators are 
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crucial in mapping out the relative success of our efforts; however, we 
must also step with caution.

At times an insistent focus on these KPIs could be counterproductive. 
For example, at times the means of achieving a specific KPI might be in 
conflict with stakeholder needs. Support programs are expected to deliver 
a number of start-ups. And in a target driven environment, focused on 
the number of start-up businesses that are easier to launch, or that are 
ready, may be preferred. These tend to be traditional businesses that have 
precedence and fit into a prescribed type of business licenses. While there 
is of course a need to help support and launch these businesses, we also 
need to think about how we support the concepts that are not yet fully 
developed, or that break the mold completely. Ideas need the freedom to 
develop the way the innovator entrepreneur envisaged rather than being 
penned into an existing list of ideas because this is how we will find the 
next Emirati Steve Jobs.
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