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SPECIAL ISSUE:

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) in Paris, which represents the 
worldõs 30 industrialized democracies, has been at 
the forefront of policy supporting the global devel-
opment of womenõs enterprise for over a decade.  
In the last þve years, inÿuential OECD Ministerial 
Conferences and forums on womenõs entrepreneur-
ship and a growing body of research have caused 
many governments to begin looking strategically at 
women as a largely untapped economic resource. 
As a result, a number of economies have begun to 
focus on womenõs enterprise development as a way 
of creating jobs and stimulating economic growth. 

The OECD Centre for Entrepreneurship, SMEs and 
Local Development (CFE) recently organized a work-
shop on Building Awareness of Womenõs Entrepre-
neurship in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
Region, under the auspices of the MENA-OECD 
Investment Program. The MENA Region includes 
Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, 
Morocco, Oman, Palestine National Authority, Qatar, 
Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, 
Yemen and Djibouti.

Quantum Leaps, Inc. provided strategic support for 
the workshop, which was held at the OECD Istanbul 
Centre on July 11-12, 2005. The workshop, which 
included 86 women entrepreneurial stakeholders 
from 21 countries, plus donor agencies and several 
international organizations, provided an excellent 
opportunity to explore challenges in the MENA 
Region, as well as strategies for promoting womenõs 
entrepreneurship as a driver for economic growth 
and development. It also facilitated an exchange 
of best practices among regional and international 
experts, and helped to foster international coopera-
tion to accelerate womenõs enterprise development 
in the region.  

Rationale: Building awareness is a þrst, essential 
phase for developing womenõs entrepreneurship. 
While many factors inÿuence womenõs ability to 
realize their potential as entrepreneurs, little can 
be achieved without a clear acknowledgment of the 
potential contribution of womenõs entrepreneurship 
to economic growth, and a þrm commitment to this 
objective by policymakers. The workshop therefore 
focused on the critical importance of involving men 
in this issue, since men occupy key positions in 
MENA economies and society, and have the capabil-
ity to bring about positive changes. A second major 
emphasis was the importance of establishing or 
strengthening womenõs advocacy networks, so that 
women can more effectively inÿuence decisions 
shaping the regulatory, legal and social environment 
in which they work. 

òIf the energy and initiative of women 
in setting up their own þrms can be 
unleashed, women can be a powerful 
force for prosperity. Women are the key 
to development in the regioné.Support-
ing them as entrepreneurs will provide 
an impetus to social and economic 
development.ó
Mrs. Nimet ¢ubuk­u, Minister of State in Charge of 
Womenõs Affairs, Turkey
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To achieve these goals, it is important to create 
systematic knowledge about womenõs entrepreneur-
ship, including the development of gender
disaggregated data that can serve as a basis for 
discussion, and be beneþcial in formulating policy 
initiatives and actions. 

Structure and Participants: The workshop included 
plenary sessions, as well as three parallel roundtable 
sessions designed to facilitate in-depth
discussion. In addition to speakers from MENA coun-
tries, experts from several international
organizations, as well as from OECD member and 
non-OECD economies, presented relevant case
studies and best practices that could be transferable 
to and adapted by MENA countries. 

Mme. Marie-Florence Estim® (left), Deputy Director of
the OECD Centre for Entrepreneurship, SMEs & Local
Development (CFE), and Head of the SME & Entrepreneur-
ship Division, and Quantum Leapsõ CEO, Virginia Littlejohn, 
who has been the OECDõs Senior Advisor for Womenõs 
Entrepreneurship since 1995. Here they are in the closing 
plenary, where workshop chairs presented policy recom-
mendations, and participants provided suggestions for 
follow-up and implementation. 

Follow-up and Implementation: Participants
developed concrete recommendations in six policy 
areas, and called for a þve-year Strategic Action 
Plan for Fostering Womenõs Entrepreneurship in 
the MENA Region. They urged that the plan include 
short-term, medium-term and longer-term priorities. 

In order to maintain the momentum of the workshop, 
participants recommended that the OECD create a 
Womenõs Entrepreneurship Advisory Board for the 
MENA Region. The OECD was also asked to
regularly convene a group of policymakers interested 
in accelerating womenõs enterprise development in 
the region, to share perspectives, challenges and 
good practice. Periodic face-to-face meetings could 
be supplemented with online forums on particular 
topics, and could include guest experts on topics
of interest, including policymakers and experts from 
non-MENA countries who have addressed similar 
challenges in the past.

Workshop participants emphasized that womenõs 
business associations (WBAs) have a crucial role 
to play in capacity building, as intermediaries that 
can provide training and mentoring, spur data 
gathering and research, facilitate access to þnance, 
create opportunities for business networking, 
open doors to domestic and international markets, 
share experiences via best practice exchanges, 
organize awareness building campaigns, and serve 
as advocates on behalf of their members. There-
fore, they recommended that extensive efforts be 
focused on strengthening WBAs in the MENA Region, 
and that they receive development assistance for 
core activities, such as management, governance, 
capacity building, training, program development, 
public relations and advocacy, until such time as 
they can become self-sustaining. Participants urged 
that international organizations collaborate in these 
initiatives, in order to maximize impact.

Detailed recommendations are provided below, 
along with six case studies from the workshop.
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Quantum Leaps, Inc.
(www.quantumleapsinc.org) is a 
US-based non-proþt corporation 
that is a global accelerator for 
womenõs entrepreneurship. It was 
designed to help create
economic opportunities in the US 
and abroad, by identifying and 
connecting key women entrepre-
neurial leaders, facilitating the 
sharing of best practices across 
countries, and helping to link
effective programs with resources. 
It uses 21st Century technology to 
make a clearinghouse of resourc-
es and best practices available 
to its powerful global network of 
leaders and multipliers, who then 
disseminate this information
widely to their members and 
stakeholders. The organization 
began its work with a major seed 
grant from the Kauffman
Foundation, which funds
innovative programs that foster 
entrepreneurship. IBM is a
Diamond Sponsor. 

It grew out of two major
international conferences on 
women-owned small and medium 
enterprises put on by the
Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) in Paris in 1997 and 
2000, for which our CEO served 
as Senior Advisor. Quantum Leaps 
inÿuences research, policies,
programs and practices that
expand the WE sector by
concentrating on 6 core strategies:

1) WE research and statistics,
2) Entrepreneurial training,
3) Access to þnance,
4) Access to networks and markets,
5) Technology as an
entrepreneurial enabler, and
6) Constituency building and 
advocacy. 

We are also analyzing how these 
areas impact growth-oriented 
women entrepreneurs.
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Recommendations
Participants developed both overarching policy
recommendations, as well as recommendations 
relating to the six primary themes of the workshop. 

Overarching Policy
Recommendations
Participants called on governments and other
relevant stakeholders to: 

Å Improve the regulatory and legislative framework    
    relating to women regarding such issues as:  
    property rights, inheritance, business registration, 
    mobility, the freedom to be entrepreneurial, and   
    the right to have a national identity card.

Å Introduce or enforce legislation against gender 
    discrimination in the public and private sectors.

Å Conduct stocktaking research to assess the
    current state of womenõs entrepreneurship in the  
    MENA countries by developing and maintaining  
    the related factual data and statistics, so that  
    policy makers can make informed decisions based  
    on empirical evidence. 

Å Integrate gender issues into the initial planning  
    stages of program design and government policies.

Å Promote awareness of the importance of womenõs  
    entrepreneurship in building strong economies,  
    and acknowledge and promote the positive impact  
    of their work in improving living conditions for their  
    families.

Å Bring more women into positions of economic  
    inÿuence by giving them the mandates and tools  
    that they need in order to become entrepreneurial.

Å Develop and ensure easy access to those
    resources required to support and encourage  
    womenõs entrepreneurship, including access  
    to education and training, business development  
    services, credit, information and communications  
    technologies, appropriate business premises and  
    mobility. 

Å Develop the infrastructure and services needed for  
    women to coordinate their family and professional  
    lives, including nurseries and school bus systems. 

Å Create a collective strategy and outreach  
    campaign via the media so that stakeholders  
    deem it important for women to take a more active 
    part in society and the economy. 

CASE STUDY - INDONESIA
Involving Community Leaders
to Promote Systemic Change

Erin Thebault Weiser, Director of Economic
Programs, Asia Foundation, Indonesia

Thirty-þve percent of unregistered businesses are 
women-owned in Indonesia. While there are few 
regulatory restrictions on womenõs business
ownership per se, marriage and inheritance are 
under the Ministry of Religion, and there are signiþ-
cant cultural barriers to women asserting their legal 
rights. Culturally, it is more acceptable to register a
business in the husbandõs name. However, in the 
event of divorce, the woman loses legal ownership 
and can lose the business. 

As part of an overall effort to reduce the burden of 
registration and help the government reform the 
licensing process, the Asia Foundation developed
a program to bring together women business owners, 
religious leaders and licensing ofþcials in six
Indonesian cities to encourage the registration of 
womenõs businesses. 

The program has been well-received by religious 
leaders and the community, and is now being
replicated by the Womenõs Chamber of Commerce 
in Indonesia. Developing initial buy-in by community 
leaders and other relevant stakeholders has proven 
critical to the success of this registration initiative.

To further increase effectiveness, the project 
recommends that Regulatory Impact Assessments 
incorporate both SME analysis and gender analysis, 
and that governments collect gender-disaggregated 
information on business registration so that womenõs 
contribution to economic growth can be tracked. 

Tunis Declaration

Amy Mina, Program Manager,
Save the Children, Jordan
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Policy Recommendations
Regarding the Six Issues
To strengthen the economies of the region, create 
jobs for its citizens, and enhance economic
diversiþcation, governments and relevant
stakeholders are encouraged to focus their efforts
in the following areas: 

1. Equal Educational Opportunities 
for Girls and Women
Participants developed recommendations relating 
both to educating school children and to training 
adult women.  

With regard to schools, governments throughout  
the region are encouraged to:

Å  Ensure that curriculum reform includes positive  
     messages about women and work, that equal  
     educational opportunities are provided for both  
     boys and girls, and that sexist stereotypes in  
     schoolbooks and classrooms are eliminated.  

Å  Include economic and entrepreneurship  
     education in school curricula, starting at an early  
     age. The curriculum should include conþdence  
     building, and sensitize both boys and girls to the  
     entrepreneurial spirit.  

Å  Strengthen linkages between the business
     sector and the schools, and include women  
     entrepreneurial role models.

With regard to adult women, participants urged:

Å  The creation of womenõs business centers that   
     can serve as òone-stop shopsó for women who   
     want to start or grow businesses.

     Resources for womenõs business development
     need to have local content and control so that 
     they are culturally sensitive and can provide
     effective follow-up. Moreover, women
     entrepreneurs themselves should be involved in 
     curriculum design, development, and the delivery 
     of training. It was emphasized that the model 
     should be an integrated one that coordinates 
     existing support and takes into account the
     holistic needs of women. Participants noted that 
     one-stop-shop centers for womenõs businesses 
     could be of considerable value in areas
     where womenõs mobility and/or access to
     technology are limited.

CASE STUDY - UK
Raising Entrepreneurial
Awareness of Non Entrepreneurs

Parvin Ali, Founder Director of the FATIMAH Womenõs 
Network in the UK

òWomen access entrepreneurial support at different 
times of their lives and do not always understand 
that they are involved in ôenterprise.õ So a ôlife centerõ 
is the term that Fatima has coined to characterize a 
center that integrates enterprise support with social, 
health and educational needs (which governments 
and other agencies often make available, but which 
may not be well-signposted and/or accessible),
rather than looking at enterprise support in a
vacuum. This not only avoids duplication and so 
makes better use of þnite resources, but also sup-
ports the sustainability of these centers by providing 
them with a potential funding stream if these service
providers are tenants in the centers. This is an
important point because women will always see 
themselves as the primary carer for their depen-
dents, and so services that are primarily enterprise- 
related will only draw a limited number of women, 
whereas a life center brings in all womenñand by
exposing these women to enterprising women, 
it helps to raise awareness, which is key to this 
strategy and also promotes successful enterprise. 
Therefore, any model must accommodate and
reÿect this if it is to truly reach out to women from 
diverse backgrounds.ó 

2. Finance and Business
Development Services 
Recommendations concerned microþnance and 
þnancing for growth, and stressed the crucial role of 
business development services (BDS) in helping to 
facilitate growth. Participants called for: 

Å A solid legal framework to enable microþnance   
   institutions (MFIs) and other þnancial providers to   
   operate more efþciently and transparently. Gender   
   disaggregated data and analysis are also needed   
   for effective policymaking with regard to womenõs   
   entrepreneurship.

Womenõs Literacy and 
Workforce Participation
MENA speakers addressed the 
impact of deþcits in female
education and literacy on 
womenõs participation levels in 
the workforce and in entrepre-
neurship. In the MENA region, 
42% of the females over age 15 
were illiterate in 2000, compared 
with 22% of the males over age 
15. Deþcits in female literacy and 
education close the door to many 
potential forms of employment 
and entrepreneurship. Womenõs 
workforce participation levels
are below 25% in the MENA
countries, compared with 59.6% 
in the 30 OECD countries. 

òWomenõs enterprise 
development policies and 
programs in the MENA 
Region should not focus 
just on microenterprises 
and microþnance, but on 
initiatives that address 
ôthe missing middleõñin 
order to foster the growth 
of larger women-owned 
enterprises that can
provide jobs, spur
economic growth, and  
assist in diversifying
national economies.ó 
Tezer Ulusay de Groot,
Program Ofþcer, UNIDO
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Å  Because MFIs can set artiþcial limits on business   
     growth, a more integrated framework, including   
     banks and other þnancial institutions, is needed  
     to support the needs of òthe missing middleóñthe 
     post-start-up, growth-oriented woman business 
     owner. Financing assistance should include both 
     þnancial services and BDS, such as þnancial   
     training and coaching, and include women as 
     points of contact. Speciþc tools and þnancial 
     products for women should also be developed.

Å  Governments should encourage þnancial   
     institutions to set targets for loan authorizations     
     for women entrepreneurs in growth-oriented þrms.

Å  Governments should work with international   
     organizations/donors and local þnancial   
     institutions to establish and implement a loan   
     guarantee program for growth þrms owned by   
     women entrepreneurs.

Å  The Global Banking Alliance for Women (GBAW,   
     founded as an outgrowth of the 2nd OECD   
     International Conference on Women
     Entrepreneurs in SMEs, held in Paris in 2000, 
     and now housed at the International Finance 
     Corporation/World Bank) could play a useful role   
     in sharing international best practices about 
     banking with women entrepreneurs with banks in 
     the MENA Region.

3. Capacity Building for Womenõs 
Entrepreneurship and Womenõs 
Business Associations
Women entrepreneurial capacity building was
recognized as a vital ingredient for economic 
development in the MENA Region, and included 
recommendations with regard to stakeholders in the 
public, private and NGO sectors. Capacity building 
should relate to setting up and expanding services 
that enhance womenõs entrepreneurial capacities, 
through the following actions:

Å  Supporting the establishment of a regional virtual  
     womenõs entrepreneurship resource center. 

Å  Implementing training programs and business   
     development services.

Å  Establishing and nurturing womenõs business   
     associations so that they can organize workshops,   
     provide support and mentoring programs,
     facilitate access to credit and to markets,
     undertake advocacy, and exchange best practices. 

Å  Creating gender-based incubators to facilitate the 
     start-up of women-owned businesses (these could 
     be particularly useful in dealing with challenges 
     that some MENA women face with regard to
     mobility, networking and marketing).
 

CASE STUDY - MOROCCO 
Womenõs Business Incubators

Saloua Belkeziz, President of AFEM in Morocco

Speakers from UNIDO, France and Morocco pointed 
out that a womenõs business incubator could 
address many needs. It could provide training in 
business management and þnance, provide access 
to technology and technical assistance, facilitate 
entrepreneurial education for adult women, and 
make it easier for women to have access to business 
premises (a signiþcant obstacle in parts of the MENA 
Region). It could also enable women to deal with 
mobility challenges in countries where their freedom 
of movement is severely limited unless they are ac-
companied by a male relative. Several related case 
studies of incubators in Morocco, funded by UNIDO, 
were presented. 

Because rural women in Morocco face strong cul-
tural barriers and disadvantages such as the lack
of technical and management skills, UNIDO, with the 
support of the Moroccan and Spanish governments, 
launched three pilot projects in 2001 to assist rural 
Moroccan women entrepreneurs and young women. 
The three þelds of focus were production and pro-
cessing of olive oil, the harvesting and processing
of fruit, and traditional clothing. UNIDO partnered 
with local institutions, including the Association
des Femmes Chefs dõEntreprises du Maroc (AFEM) 
and the ITQUANE Association, to provide technical 
training, management skills such as þnance and 
administration, and commercial skills relating to 
marketing, trade and outsourcing. 

As an example, ITQUANEõs incubator to develop the 
textile sector for cooperatives and small enterprises 
puts young women between 15 and 20 years of age 
through a training program, helps them establish an 
enterprise, provides a network of mentors to assist 
them in running and promoting their business, and 
adds value to the traditional textile sector while
introducing modern processes. 

òThese UNIDO-funded 
programs have helped 
facilitate the organiza-
tion and development of 
womenõs business
associations and
cooperatives. In addition,
participants in these 
incubators have
enhanced the quality of 
their products, increased 
their productivity by 40%, 
increased their proþtabil-
ity by 50%, and achieved 
economic autonomy 
while maintaining their 
traditions and social
values. This demonstrates 
effective collaboration 
between funding
organizations and
womenõs business
associations.ó
Jamila Bouayad, President,
Association Itquane, Morocco

Haifa Al Kaylani, Founder Chairman of 
the Arab International Womenõs Forum 
and chair of one of the roundtables in 
Istanbul, proþled a high-level confer-
ence that AIWF had recently held with 
the European Union in Brussels. It 
was designed to strengthen linkages 
between the EU and MENA with regard 
to women.
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Å  Enhancing capacity building also requires   
     simpliþcation of regulatory and registration   
     procedures (for both enterprises and NGOs), which   
     are extremely difþcult in many MENA countries.

4. Convincing Stakeholders and
Decision Makers
Because recognition plays such an important role in 
providing role models for women entrepreneurs, and 
in convincing stakeholders of womenõs economic 
and social contributions, participants called for: 

Å  Having national governments launch and support   
     a multi-pronged campaign in each MENA country,   
     to change public attitudes towards women in work   
     and in business.

Å  Conducting research that showcases womenõs   
     economic contributions. Stakeholders need   
     reasons to support womenõs entrepreneurship.    
     Therefore, fact-based information is extremely   
     important, especially relating to economic impact   
     and program outcomes.

Å  Creating strong associations that can train,   
     empower, facilitate business linkages, and provide   
     advocacy for women entrepreneurs.  

Å  Having government co-sponsorship with women   
     entrepreneurial associations of an annual   
     womenõs entrepreneurship awards program,  
     designed to proþle the contributions of women 
     business owners in their national economies. 
     National awards could be followed several years 
     later by regional awards, and be supported by 
     donors or corporations. 

Å  Having women entrepreneurial trade fairs and   
     trade missions. Such events would increase   
     womenõs ability to do business networking; make   
     womenõs entrepreneurship visible to the   
     government, corporate and banking sectors, and   
     the general public; and increase womenõs sales.

Å  Having media coverage in the print and electronic   
     media, and strategic efforts to enhance both the   
     quantity and quality of media coverage about   
     women-owned businesses. Because many media   
     outlets are either government-controlled or have   
     some degree of government support,
     governments should grant women entrepreneurial 
     associations access to these media outlets, 
     and/or facilitate access.  

CASE STUDY - CHINESE TAIPEI
Government Leadership

Dr. Jasmine Yang, Section Chief,
National Youth Commission, Chinese Taipei

Chinese Taipei has created òA Womenõs Policy
Guidelineó which calls for the establishment of 
multiple channels to cultivate the potential of women 
and assist women in business creation.

The government launched a comprehensive
approach to womenõs enterprise development,
organized under the National Youth Commission.
Its Young and Free program focuses on four
target groups: women who are receptive to thinking
about starting a business; start-ups; established 
women entrepreneurs who want to grow their
businesses; and womenõs business associations that 
can help facilitate womenõs enterprise development.

The government has brought in several experts 
from other countries with extensive experience in 
womenõs enterprise development, and hopes to 
conduct an upcoming study tour to the US to deepen 
its knowledge and to further accelerate its womenõs 
enterprise development program.

It has also made extensive use of the media in pro-
moting awareness about womenõs entrepreneurship. 

ò

ó
Antonella Tarquini, Italian journalist for ANSA,
working in Maghreb countries

Role Models and
Award Programs

Raghda Kurdi, Director General of 
Hayat Pharmaceuticals in Jordan, and 
President of the Jordan chapter of
the International Womenõs Forum,
emphasized the importance of
women entrepreneurial role models 
and award programs. 

The Value of Research

Research and policy specialist 
Julie Weeks, CEO of Womenable 
in the US, and chair of one of the 
Istanbul roundtables, called for 
coordinated national reviews of 
laws, regulations, and cultural 
and social barriers that negatively 
impact womenõs ability to
participate effectively in the work-
force and entrepreneurship.  She 
urged that this be undertaken as 
part of a regionwide process
of stocktaking and analytical 
review, and that identical
methodologies, survey instru-
ments and sets of indications be 
used throughout the MENA Region 
in order to ensure comparability
of data, and to facilitate more
effective sharing of learnings and 
best practices.
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