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Abstract. To successfully target potential women entrepreneurs in Saudi Arabia, a bet-
ter understanding of their entrepreneurial motivations is needed. In this study, we used 
economic, human development, and social learning perspectives to explore the entre-
preneurial motivations among female university youth in Saudi Arabia and formulated 
three hypotheses on the gender differences in these motivations. We conducted a survey 
among undergraduate students at King Saud University in Spring’2010 (n = 856) and 
tested our hypotheses using analysis of variance (chi-square tests and t-tests). Consistent 
with research on female entrepreneurs around the world, our results indicate that female 
university youth in Saudi Arabia are more likely than men to start an entrepreneurial ven-
ture out of necessity, whereas men are more likely to have a financial success motivation. 
At the same time, and in contrast to findings from studies on entrepreneurial motivations 
in the context of Western Europe and the USA, young Saudi university women report a 
narrower range of entrepreneurial motivations, compared to men. The implications of this 
exploratory study point to the need for initiatives specifically focused at young women in 
order to increase their confidence that entrepreneurship is a viable route to accomplish a 
broad range of career reasons.
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youth, social learning, human development.
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Introduction

Creating a culture of entrepreneurship in Saudi Arabia is a critical priority for national 
public policy as the country strives to diversify its economic base away from the depen-
dence on crude oil and to provide employment for its burgeoning young population. En-
trepreneurship can foster individual self-empowerment and serve as a powerful engine 
of job creation, economic growth, innovation, organizational adaptation, and constant 
reinvigoration of economic life (Audretsch 2007; Reynolds 2007). 
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A critical component in the promotion of entrepreneurship is the fuller integration of 
women in economic activities. Saudi women have traditionally remained outside of eco-
nomic life, restricted to the domestic roles of wives and mothers. Yet, they hold 40% of 
the national private wealth, 70% of the liquid capital, 40% of the real estate assets, 20% 
of the investment funds and portfolios and more than $13 billion in local bank accounts 
that could potentially be invested in the local economy (Almunajjed 2006; Knowledge@
Wharton 2010). Unlocking Saudi women’s entrepreneurial potential can significantly 
contribute to the growth and competitiveness of the national economy and is a matter 
of considerable public policy importance. Thus, the Ninth Development Plan of the 
Kingdom (2010–2014) identifies the promotion of the effective participation of Saudi 
women in the Kingdom’s development as one of the major implementation mechanisms 
of the plan (Ministry of Economy and Planning 2010). The economic involvement of 
female university graduates is particularly desirable because they have the potential to 
start high growth and innovative new ventures (Lüthje, Franke 2003).
But what factors motivate young Saudi women to consider engaging in entrepreneurial 
activities? Currently, there is a dearth of research on the entrepreneurial motivations of 
female youth in Saudi Arabia and in the broader context of the Middle East (Gallant 
et al. 2010). The present study aims to address this research gap. Our main premise is 
that young Saudi women will likely be motivated to engage in entrepreneurial activities 
by many of the same drivers that promote women’s entrepreneurship in other economic, 
social, and cultural contexts, but the motivation effect would be influenced by the strong 
traditional restrictions and social expectations.
To explore the multifaceted nature of Saudi female youth’s entrepreneurial motivations, 
we use a combination of economic, human development, and social learning lenses and 
a comparative approach, contrasting the entrepreneurial motivations of male and female 
university youth. We test our hypothesis on a sample of undergraduate students from 
King Saud University, the oldest and largest university in Saudi Arabia. Our results 
suggest that men and women differ significantly in their entrepreneurial motivations 
and that social expectations and constraints shape to a significant extent young Saudi 
women’s attitudes towards entrepreneurship. Notably, female university students dem-
onstrate a significantly narrower scope of entrepreneurial motivations compared to their 
male counterparts.
The article proceeds as follows. After a brief overview of the research context of the 
study, we present our theoretical arguments and formulate three hypotheses about gen-
der effects on entrepreneurial motivations. We next report our research methodology 
and test results. We conclude by discussing the study’s implications for future research, 
entrepreneurship education, and public policy.

1. Research context

Saudi Arabia has a factor-driven economy with strong government controls over major 
economic activities. The petroleum sector contributes 80% of budget revenues, 45% of 
GDP, and 90% of the export earnings. Foreign workers account for about 80% of the 
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labor force, and are engaged primarily in the petroleum and service sectors (The World 
Factbook 2010).
The diversification of the economic base and the “Saudization” of the labor force are 
currently two critical priorities for Saudi economic policy. These tasks are exacerbated 
by the “youth bulge” (roughly half of the Saudi population is younger than 24 years 
old) and the high unemployment rate in the 15–24 age bracket, which stood at 28.4% as 
of 2009 (Ministry of Economy and Planning 2010). Entrepreneurship among university 
graduates can help alleviate the unemployment among the burgeoning young popula-
tion, while contributing to economic diversification, innovation, and growth. Women, in 
particular, hold a significant underutilized economic potential, as they currently account 
for 57% of all university graduates, but merely 15% of the Saudi workforce (Almuna-
jjed 2010).
Recent years have seen a rise in the number of women-owned businesses, which pres-
ently comprise about 12% of all firms in the country, including 16% of the large manu-
facturing firms (AlMunajjed 2010). Saudi women have started some very successful 
entrepreneurial companies. As a case in point, eight of the 45 Fast Growth Companies 
recognized in 2008 as the biggest contributors to job creation, innovation and growth 
were founded by women (Porter 2009). A recent study by the Monitor Group on busi-
nesswomen in Saudi Arabia (Alturki, Braswell 2010) found that the most common busi-
nesses owned by the surveyed Saudi women were art-based, including fashion, jewelry, 
interior design, and photography. Yet, these businesses were among the largest in the 
surveyed Middle East and North Africa (MENA) countries, and Saudi women were 
significantly more likely to be the sole owners of their businesses compared to their 
MENA counterparts; among the most optimistic about their business prospects; and fo-
cused on future business growth. In other words, although Saudi women appear to run 
predominantly lifestyle businesses, their entrepreneurial motivations are increasingly 
being shaped by a desire for innovation, growth, and business success. In the following 
section, we develop our theoretical argument and formulate hypotheses on the gender 
effects on entrepreneurial motivations in the Saudi context.

2. Theoretical perspectives and hypothesis development

Just as the entrepreneur is central to the entrepreneurial process, so are his or her mo-
tivations critical in understanding the entrepreneurial phenomenon. The differences in 
human actors’ motivations influence who pursues entrepreneurial opportunities, what 
the entrepreneurial process looks like, and what the outcomes of the entrepreneurial 
engagement turn out to be (Locke, Baum 2007; Shane et al. 2003; Shaver, Scott 1991). 
Human motivations are important in the process of starting a new venture for at least 
three reasons. First, as Carsrud and Brännback (2011: 12) argue, “motivations may be 
the spark that transforms a latent intention into real action, and therefore, the missing 
link between intentions and action”. Second, the type of individual entrepreneurial moti-
vation may determine the goals and aspirations for the firm, such as its focus on growth 
and innovation, which in turn may determine macroeconomic outcomes (Hessels et al. 
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2008). Third, and central to the premise of our paper, if systemic gender differences in 
entrepreneurial motivations do exist, then public policies can be specifically targeted in 
order to provide the right incentives for engaging in entrepreneurial initiatives. In sum, 
a good understanding of human motivations is critical to the study of entrepreneurial 
intentions and their conversion into value-creating entrepreneurial behaviors.
Two major schools of thought, one based in economics, and the other based in psychol-
ogy, have produced a “superabundance of motivational theories” (Steel, König 2006: 
889), that are often at odds with each other. Starting with the work of the neoclassical 
theorists of the 19th century, such as Alfred Marshall, neoclassical economic theory 
is built on the notion of utility as a driving factor in the choices of economic actors. 
Utility is construed as the individual’s inherently unobservable satisfaction or benefit, 
“correlative of desire or want’ (Marshall 1920: 78), and modeled to be affected by the 
consumption of goods and services, possession of wealth, or spending of leisure time. 
Material, or monetary gain, is assumed to be the dominant, if not the only, factor af-
fecting utility (Frey 1997).
The psychologists’ interest in human motivations, in turn, originates in Freud’s (1960 
[1901]) work on instincts, in which he argued that unconscious desires and fears, rather 
than conscious thought, were the principal motivating factors behind behavior. Moti-
vational theories can be classified into drive theories and incentive theories (Carsrud, 
Brännback 2011). Drive, or “motivational push”, theories emphasize the need to resolve 
the tension caused by discomfort or pain. Incentive, or “motivational pull”, theories fo-
cus on the role of tangible and intangible rewards and punishments. Incentive theories, 
in turn, differentiate between extrinsic and internal motivations, driven by external or 
internal rewards and punishments (Deci 1975). Outcomes such as money, power, or 
status, are generally regarded as extrinsic (Carsrud, Brännback 2011), whereas the feel-
ings of accomplishment, pride in work, achievement, or personal growth are deemed 
intrinsic (Deci 1975). 
Traditionally, the reasons for engaging in the entrepreneurial process have been consid-
ered to be extrinsic and focused on economic gain, although powerful intrinsic motiva-
tions such as the need for achievement (McClelland 1961), desire for independence 
(Hornaday, Aboud 1973), or passion (Cardon et al. 2009) have also been argued to be 
influential (Shane et al. 2003). For example, in his microtheory of innovative entrepre-
neurship, Baumol (2010) posits that psychic rewards, such as being one’s own boss, 
pride in self-accomplishment, etc., make the entrepreneurial endeavor worthwhile even 
if the pecuniary rewards are low. 
Overall, people start businesses for a variety of different reasons, and these motivations 
vary by gender (Kepler, Shane 2007). To explore the complex nature of entrepreneurial 
motivations in the context of Saudi university youth, we use a combination of economic, 
human development, and social learning perspectives. We first focus on the “push” ver-
sus “pull” entrepreneurial motivations. From an economic perspective, we examine the 
relative importance of opportunity-based versus necessity-based motivations to engage 
in entrepreneurship. We next explore entrepreneurship as an occupational choice and 
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examine the variety of career reasons to start a new venture using theoretical arguments 
from the developmental psychology literature, looking at the role of extrinsic versus 
intrinsic motivations. Finally, we focus on the unique Saudi context and bring in a social 
learning perspective in order to theorize on the effect of gender socialization experi-
ences on the scope of entrepreneurial motivations. 

2.1. Necessity versus opportunity-based entrepreneurship
Economists differentiate between two types of motivations to start a new venture: op-
portunity-based and necessity-based (Minniti et al. 2004; Acs 2006). As defined by 
the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM), necessity-based entrepreneurship occurs 
when individuals participate in entrepreneurial activities because all other employment 
options are either absent or unsatisfactory (Reynolds et al. 2002). This concept is simi-
lar in nature to the negative, or “push” factors that force people into self-employment 
because of unemployment, underemployment, job dissatisfaction, blocked opportunities, 
or no opportunities at all (Sadi, Al-Ghazali 2010). Necessity-based entrepreneurship 
is in contrast to the more desirable opportunity-based entrepreneurship, when the en-
trepreneur is driven by the achievement of success through exploiting an opportunity 
for some form of gain, most often economic (Acs et al. 2004). Necessity motives play 
a major role in developing countries, and, to a lesser extent, in developed countries 
(Grilo, Thurik 2008). Generally, the GEM studies find that, compared to men, many 
more women are pushed into entrepreneurship because of the lack of alternative job 
opportunities (Minniti et al. 2004; Langowitz, Minniti 2007; Elam 2008). 
Women are disproportionately pushed into necessity-based entrepreneurship because 
of the horizontal and vertical labor market segregation restricting the number and type 
of labor opportunities. Horizontal labor market segregation occurs when women are 
clustered in a limited number of occupations. Indeed, women mainly occupy the service 
sector and are over-represented in clerical occupations, sales jobs and life-science/health 
and teaching professions (Verheul et al. 2006). Vertical labor market segregation occurs 
when women face challenges in their promotion to top administrative and managerial 
occupations (Verheul et al. 2006). When women are dissatisfied with their career op-
portunities (either because they can only work in certain industrial sectors or because 
their career advancement opportunities are limited), they will be motivated to start their 
own businesses (Cowling, Taylor 2001; Verheul et al. 2006). 
Women currently account for merely 15% of the Saudi workforce, among the lowest 
labor participation rates in the world. Although Saudi laws and regulations based on 
the Shari’a guarantee a woman’s right to work, they stipulate that she should work in 
an appropriate environment—that is, not mixing with men or being exposed to harass-
ment. Sex segregation by occupation is therefore prevalent in Saudi society: women are 
concentrated in certain professions that are seen as feminine and remain in less distin-
guished posi tions than men. Eighty-five percent of all working women are in education, 
in both teaching and administrative positions. 
Unfortunately, high levels of education do not guarantee appropriate employment for 
Saudi women. Indeed, 78.3% of the currently unemployed women in the country are 
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university graduates and more than 1000 of them have a doctorate. The unemployment 
rate among women is currently 26.9%, nearly four times that of men1. Apparently, both 
horizontal and vertical labor market segregation prevent young Saudi women from real-
izing their economic potential. Hence, we hypothesize:
H1: Saudi female university students will be more likely to have a necessity motivation 

to pursue entrepreneurship compared to men.

2.2. Career reasons
A stream of influential work on entrepreneurial motivations has investigated the role of 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivations (Carsrud, Brännback 2011; Bird 1989; Kuratko et al. 
1997; Naffziger et al. 1994). Related work in the field of developmental psychology 
and career choice (Scheinberg, MacMillan 1988; Shane et al. 1991; Brush 1992; Birley, 
Westhead 1994) has identified a variety of reasons to start a new venture, which Carter 
et al. (2003) classified into six categories: self-realization (the pursuit of goals of inter-
est to the entrepreneur), financial success (intention to earn more money and achieve 
financial security), recognition (achievement of status, approval, and recognition from 
family, friends, and the community), roles (the desire to follow a family tradition and 
emulate the example of others), innovation (the intention to accomplish something new), 
and independence (the desire for freedom, control, and flexibility). 
Prior research has established that men are more often motivated by financial and in-
strumental concerns whereas women are more often motivated by relational and social 
concerns (Rosa et al. 1996; Fischer et al. 1993) and seek to balance economic goals with 
other kinds of goals such as personal enjoyment and helping others (Brush 1992; Cliff 
1998). Notably, women have been found to be more likely than men to start businesses 
to achieve a work-family balance (Brush et al. 2006), whereas men are more likely to 
start businesses in order to make money or build a company (DeMartino, Barbato 2003). 
Brush (1992) argued that women perceive their businesses as “cooperative networks 
of relationships” in which business relationships are integrated rather than separated 
from family, societal, and personal relationships, while men perceive their businesses 
as economic entities designed to achieve profit through competitive advantage. Indeed, 
in their study of the role of gender identity for business owners’ career satisfier prefer-
ences, Eddleston and Powell (2008) established that individuals with a strong masculine 
orientation preferred status-based outcomes, such as earning a lot of money, having high 
prestige, growing a world-class business, or leading a large, rapidly growing enterprise; 
whereas individuals with a strong feminine orientation favored harmonious employee 
relationships and contributing to society.
Research on the entrepreneurial motivations of Saudi women is extremely limited. A 
recent study by Sadi and Al-Ghazali (2010) found that self-achievement was the most 
important motivational factor for Saudi business women, followed by the desire to work 
independently; whereas the profit motive was ranked fourth among eight potential rea-

1 The discussion of the participation of Saudi women in the labor force draws upon Booz and Co.’s 
2010 report on women’s employment in Saudi Arabia (Almunajjed 2010).
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sons to start a new venture. Research in the broader context of women’s entrepreneur-
ship in the Middle East has similarly established that women seek to fulfill a variety of 
intrinsic personal goals in starting their new ventures. Thus, Shabbir and Di Gregorio 
(1996), in their study of 33 participants of an entrepreneurship development program in 
Karachi, Pakistan found that the women wanted to start a business in order to achieve 
three types of personal goals: personal freedom, security, and satisfaction. A study of 25 
Omani women-entrepreneurs (McElwee, Al-Riyami 2003) reported that the interview-
ees prioritized enjoyment, though economic necessity was a key motivational factor for 
divorced women. Similarly, in their case studies of six Bahraini and six Omani women-
entrepreneurs, Dechant and Al Lamsky (2005) identified a combination of “push” and 
“pull” factors, with the predominant entrepreneurial motivations being the nature of the 
opportunity, the need for achievement, self-fulfillment and the desire to help others. All 
of these findings echo research from other regions of the world in that women appear 
more likely than men to be drawn into entrepreneurship by intrinsic motivations, such 
as gaining independence, enjoyment, altruism, and self-fulfillment. This is not to say 
that women are indifferent to pecuniary rewards; just that the financial motivation is not 
as prevalent as among men. Formally:
H2: Saudi female university students will be less likely to have a financial success 

motivation to pursue entrepreneurship compared to men. 

2.3. Social learning
Social learning theory (Bandura 1977; Harriman 1985) suggests that differing social 
expectations for men and women lead to divergent motivations or work preferences. 
Bussey and Bandura (1999) argue that a variety of factors influence gender development 
(e.g., peers, media, educational practices, occupational systems) and explain differences 
in women’s and men’s socialization. For example, as a result of women’s different so-
cialization experiences, they may lack strong expectations of personal efficacy toward 
many career related behaviors, and therefore may not fully attain their potential (Ban-
dura 1977). Further, sex-role socialization experiences teach young girls what gender 
roles are appropriate for them and what are not. These experiences are seen as constrict-
ing career choices and compromising their career potential (Gottfredson 1981). Women 
are seen as experiencing more complexity in making career choices because of their 
need to balance employment, child care, and housing (Carter et al. 2003). The career 
choices become even more complex when women entrepreneurs need to negotiate and 
navigate patriarchal families with traditional values and well-defined gender roles (Al-
Dajani, Marlow 2010).
Strict expectations about gender roles shape young women’s socialization experiences in 
the Muslim societies of the Middle East. Women are expected to be first and foremost 
wives, mothers, and homemakers, while men are expected to provide for and protect 
their families (McIntosh, Islam 2010). Male power does not just rest upon an economic 
justification, such as the “breadwinner” identity, rather, it is culturally, religiously, so-
cially, and politically embedded (Civettini, Glass 2008; Rees, Althakhri 2008). The 
traditional patriarchal family upholds this socio-economic order, reproduces gender hi-
erarchies and legitimizes female subordination (Al-Dajani, Marlow 2010).
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In Saudi Arabia, the gender ideology promoted in the political culture idealizes wom-
en’s domesticity and elevates sex segregation (Mostafa 2005). Although Saudi women 
increasingly have access to a well-rounded education, and the right to work, they do 
not have the full opportunity to participate appropriately in economic life (Almunajjed 
2010) and are restricted in their participation in political and social life (Alturki, Bras-
well 2010). In addition, the relatively recent phenomenon of women’s entrepreneurship 
has not provided enough role models of successful women-entrepreneurs in order to 
reinforce the pursuit of entrepreneurial initiatives as a legitimate and desirable career 
path. In a 2006 interview, Princess Monira bint Abdul Rahman bin Abdulla al Saud, 
a co-founder of the Charity Center for Social Guidance and Family Consultations in 
Riyadh, observed: “Although we have outstanding Saudi women in our society, we still 
have a number of other Saudi women who have great potential but are not very active 
or do not use it, perhaps due to personal or cultural social reasons” (Almunajjed 2006: 
253). In sum, female youth in Saudi Arabia may consider entrepreneurship as an inap-
propriate gender role or may doubt they have the necessary qualifications and skills to 
successfully pursue entrepreneurial initiatives. Even if the level of confidence in their 
entrepreneurial abilities is high, they may doubt if their business endeavor will earn so-
cial support or recognition. As a result, we surmise that some traditional entrepreneurial 
motivations such as the need for achievement, social recognition, or gaining a prominent 
social position may be deemed irrelevant by aspiring young female entrepreneurs in 
Saudi Arabia. Hence, we hypothesize:
H3: Saudi female university students will have a narrower range of entrepreneurial 

motivations compared to men. 

3. Methodology

3.1. Data collection and sample characteristics
The data for the study come from a unique survey of entrepreneurial motivations among 
Saudi university youth, collected from undergraduate students at King Saud University 
(the oldest and largest Saudi University) in the Spring of 2010. Established in Riyadh 
in 1957, with a student population of over 70 000 undergraduate and graduate students 
in 24 humanities and science colleges (including two women’s colleges), King Saud 
University (KSU) is the oldest and largest Saudi university, and the highest ranked 
university in the Middle East in the 2010 Academic Rankings of World Universities 
(APWU). The university has 15 research centers and a wide variety of programs aimed 
at knowledge creation, dissemination, and commercialization. Thus, we expected that 
KSU undergraduates would perceive entrepreneurship as a desirable and feasible career 
path.
We collected data through a survey. Data collection through surveys is the preferred 
methodology in the study of entrepreneurial motivations (Carter et al. 2003; Kourilsky, 
Walstad 1998). The survey was compiled based on prior instruments developed in the 
study of entrepreneurial motivations (Scheinberg, MacMillan 1988; Shane et al. 1991; 
Brush 1992; Birley, Westhead 1994; Acs et al. 2004) and administered in Arabic to 
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random undergraduate student sections in the male and female campuses of the univer-
sity. Semantic equivalency was established through translation into English and back 
translation into Arabic, following the recommendations and procedure suggested by 
Graham et al. (1994). The surveys were paper-based and administered in a classroom 
setting to maximize the response rate. In addition to questions related to entrepreneurial 
motivations, the survey included sections on perceived start-up problems, as well as 
self-assessed qualifications and skills.
We obtained responses from 599 men and 353 women, to a total initial sample size 
of n = 952. The respondents ranged in age between 18–24 and were all Saudi nation-
als. Slightly over 12% of the respondents reported they had started a business before 
(11% among women and 13.40% among men), and only 7.7% of them (13.60% among 
women and 4.19% among men) stated they had any qualification and training to start 
a new business. Out of the initial sample, 856 respondents (88.07% among women 
and 91.44% among men) stated they would like to start their own business. These 856 
respondents comprise the final study sample, for which we report descriptive statistics 
as well as results from the statistical testing.

3.2. Measures
Combining prior research on entrepreneurial motivations (Scheinberg, MacMillan 1988; 
Shane et al. 1991; Brush 1992; Birley, Westhead 1994) with research on opportunity 
and necessity-based entrepreneurship (Acs et al. 2004), we compiled a list of eleven 
entrepreneurial motivations and asked the respondents to check off the most important 
reasons to start a new venture. Thus, entrepreneurial motivations were measured by 11 
binary items, as follows: financial gain, necessity, independence, providing jobs, higher 
social position, flexibility, creativity, gaining experience, achievement, higher control, 
and achieving a personal vision. The range of entrepreneurial motivations, in turn, was 
measured by summing up the tallies of all reasons to start a new venture (M = 4.01, 
SD = 2.08). Table 1 provides the frequencies and descriptive statistics for all measures 
used in the study. All survey items are listed in Appendix A.

4. Results

Hypotheses H1 and H2 stated that there will be differences in the entrepreneurial mo-
tivations between men and women, in that women will be more likely to have a ne-
cessity motivation to start a new business (H1), whereas men will be more likely to 
have a financial motivation (H2). Since both our independent variable (gender) and our 
dependent variables (motivations) were binary, we tested these two hypotheses by cross-
tabulating the eleven binary entrepreneurial motivations by gender (Hair et al. 2009). 
The results, presented in Table 2, show that even though necessity did not rank high as 
an entrepreneurial motivation for either males or females, close to 12% of the women 
cited it as a reason to start a new venture, compared to only 8.4% of the men. Thus, H1 
was supported at the p < .1 significance level. In contrast, even though financial gain 
was identified by the respondents as the number one entrepreneurial motivation for both 
men and women, close to 90% of the men (89.19%) cited it as a reason to start a new 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics (n = 856)*

Variable N Frequencies and Descriptives

Male
Count Percent

Gender 856 546 63.79%
Entrepreneurial Motivations Yes

Count Percent
Financial gain 856 704 82.24%
Necessity 856 83 9.70%
Independence 856 336 39.25%
Provide jobs 856 169 19.74%
Social position 856 296 34.58%
Flexibility 856 204 23.83%
Creativity 856 433 50.58%
Experience 856 382 44.63%
Achievement 856 370 43.22%
Control 856 230 26.87%
Vision 856 223 26.05%

N Min Max Mean SD
Range of Motivations 856 0 11 4.01 2.08

Note: * only those who stated they would like to start a new business

Table 2. Entrepreneurial motivations: crosstabs and T-test by gender (N = 856)1

 Male (n = 546) Female (n = 310) Test
of

Significance
Yes Yes

 Count Percent Count Percent

Entrepreneurial Motivations χ2

Financial gain 487 89.19% 217 70.00% 49.88***
Necessity 46 8.42% 37 11.94% 2.78b

Independence 202 37.00% 134 43.23% 3.22b

Provide jobs 108 19.78% 61 19.68% 0.01
Social position 208 38.10% 88 28.39% 8.24**
Flexibility 147 26.92% 57 18.39% 7.94**
Creativity 275 50.37% 158 50.97% 0.03
Experience 251 45.97% 131 42.26% 1.1
Achievement 339 62.09% 31 10.00% 218.61***
Control 202 37.00% 28 9.03% 78.69***
Vision 190 34.80% 33 10.65% 59.88***

Mean SD Mean SD t-test
Range of Motivations 4.49 2.16 3.14 1.59 9.61***

Notes: 1only those who stated they would like to start a new business; Significant at p < .1; * signifi-
cant at p < .05; ** significant at p < .01, *** significant at p < .001.
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business, compared to 70% of the women, a significant difference. Thus, H2 was fully 
supported. Hypotheses 3 stated that men will have a broader range of entrepreneurial 
motivations compared to women. Since our independent variable (gender) was binary 
and our independent variable was continuous, we performed a T-test on the range of 
motivations by gender (Hair et al. 2009). We found a significant difference in the num-
ber of reasons to start a new venture between men and women. The results, presented in 
Table 2, show that men cited on average 4.49 reasons to start a new venture, compared 
to 3.14 among women. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was also supported. 

5. Discussions

In this study, we set out to explore the entrepreneurial motivations among female Saudi 
youth, a woefully under-researched topic, yet one with important public policy implica-
tions. We find that young men and women in Saudi Arabia share some similarities in 
their entrepreneurial orientations, as both groups place high importance on the ability to 
achieve financial success, show creativity, and gain business experience. Yet, there are 
some striking differences in their entrepreneurial motivations, as well. Notably, women 
are less likely to start a new venture for achievement, control, or to realize a vision. In 
contrast, they are more likely to start a new venture in order to achieve independence. 
Below, we discuss the findings from the test of our three hypotheses.
We found that relatively few of our respondents cite necessity as a motivation to engage 
in entrepreneurial activities. Among men, one in twelve cited necessity as a reason to 
engage in entrepreneurial activity, whereas among women the ratio was one to eight. 
This finding is actually not surprising, because Saudi Arabia, with a 2009 per capita 
GDP of $ 20,600, ranks in the top third of the world economies in terms of income 
(World Factbook 2010). Generally, the ratio of necessity to opportunity entrepreneurship 
decreases with the level of economic development (Acs 2006; Reynolds et al. 2002). In-
deed, the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor reported that only 12% of the total entrepre-
neurship activity in Saudi Arabia in 2009 was driven by necessity (Bosma, Levie 2009). 
Still, as hypothesized, we also found that female respondents were more likely than 
male respondents to cite necessity as a reason to start a new venture. This echoes find-
ings across multiple national settings from the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, which 
reported that many more women are involved in entrepreneurship because of the lack of 
alternative job opportunities (Minniti et al. 2004; Langowitz, Minniti 2007). The gender 
segregation of the Saudi labor market, coupled with women’s low labor participation 
rate and high rates of unemployment all contribute to the disproportionately higher 
“push” effect for women into necessity entrepreneurship. We surmise this disproportion-
ate “push” effect will be even higher among the general population compared to the 
relatively more affluent college students who comprise the sample for our exploratory 
study.
Close to 90% of the male respondents cited financial gain as a reason to start a new 
venture, compared to 70% of the female respondents, a significant difference. This find-
ing supports prior research which has established male entrepreneurs are much more 
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likely than female entrepreneurs to state the desire to make money or build a company 
as the reasons they started their businesses (DeMartino, Berbato 2003; Kepler, Shane 
2007) and much more likely to place higher value on the financial aspects of employ-
ment (Jurik 1998).
At the same time, it is important to note that financial success was identified by both 
men and women as the number one motivation to start a business. As mentioned above, 
almost 90% of the male respondents identified financial gain as the reason to start a new 
venture, whereas the second most important motivation (achievement) was identified 
by 62.09% . Similarly, 70% of the female respondents identified financial gain as the 
reason to start a new venture, whereas the second most important motivation (creativity) 
was identified by 50.97%. In other words, although not as pronounced as for men, the 
financial success motivation is still a very important reason for female Saudi youth to 
engage in entrepreneurship initiatives.
Perhaps the most intriguing finding from our study was the wide variance in the range 
and type of entrepreneurial motivations between young men and women in Saudi Ara-
bia. As hypothesized, we found that Saudi men have a broader range of entrepreneurial 
motivations, compared to women. This result contrasts findings documented by research 
in the context of Western economies, where women have been found to be driven by a 
broader range of entrepreneurial motivations compared to men (Manolova et al. 2012; 
Schiller, Crewson 1997). 
While we did surmise that young Saudi women, because of the significant social con-
straints and challenges they face, will be driven by a narrower range of entrepreneurial 
motivations, we did not quite expect that the differences in the motivations of men and 
women would be so pronounced. However, as Table 2 illustrates, almost two-thirds of 
the male respondents associated starting a new venture with achievement, compared to 
only around ten percent of the female respondents. In fact, achievement was the second 
most important motivation for men to engage in entrepreneurship (after financial gain), 
whereas for women it was ranked as the second least important motivation. Similarly, 
over a third of the male respondents associated control and the achievement of a vision 
as important motivations to start a new venture, compared to around ten percent of the 
female respondents. Although the contrast is not as stark, it is also worth noting that 
38% of the male respondents believed entrepreneurship would allow them to gain a 
more prominent social position, compared to 28% of the female respondents, another 
significant difference. Overall, we find that the young university women in our sample 
did not believe their engagement in entrepreneurship would allow them to gain social 
recognition, achievement, or to realize a vision. In contrast, they saw entrepreneurship 
as a path to gain independence. Indeed, in addition to necessity, independence was the 
only other entrepreneurial motivation selected by a significantly higher proportion of 
women (43%) than men (37%). 
These findings are in contrast to research in the context of the developed Western mar-
ket economies which has established that women are more likely than men to say 
they started their businesses precisely in order to gain the recognition of others (Shane 
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et al. 1991; Fischer et al. 1993) or from a desire for self-fulfillment (Jurik 1998). The 
divergent findings from research in other contexts lead us to propose that social re-
strictions shape to a significant extent the experiences of aspiring young Saudi female 
entrepreneurs. Indeed, the recent study of the characteristics, challenges, and aspirations 
of Saudi businesswomen (Alturki, Braswell 2010: 24) revealed that, compared to their 
MENA counterparts, a higher percentage of the Saudi respondents reported that join-
ing formal networks, dealing with bureaucracy, interference in paperwork, balancing 
work and family life, gaining access to capital, and managing male employees were 
“more challenging as a woman”. If the level of social and economic restrictions is high 
and the level of social recognition of women’s economic achievements is low, then 
traditional motivations to pursue entrepreneurship such as realizing a vision or achiev-
ing a desirable social status may stop to play a role in drawing young women towards 
entrepreneurship. 
To some extent, our findings may be driven by the context of our study and the na-
ture of our respondents, who are still in the process of completing their education and 
without professional or start-up experience. Recall that Sadi and Al-Ghazali (2010) in 
their recent study of Saudi women business owners found that self-achievement was 
their most important entrepreneurial motivation. It may be possible that the aspiring 
young female entrepreneurs in our sample lack self-confidence and doubt they would 
gain achievement or social recognition through their future entrepreneurial endeavors. 
Practicing women entrepreneurs, however, enhance their self-confidence and the belief 
that self-achievement is possible through entrepreneurial initiatives. 

6. Limitations and directions for future research

This study has several limitations, which need to be taken into consideration when its 
findings are interpreted and generalized. Our sample, consisting of undergraduate stu-
dents from a single university, is a potential source of selection bias. In particular, the 
career reasons to pursue entrepreneurship among university students may differ from the 
motivations of more mature respondents, whose perspectives have been shaped by work 
and life experiences. Thus, we acknowledge the exploratory nature of our investigation. 
A future study based on pure random or stratified random sampling, including other 
regions of the country, would permit robust statistical corroboration and generalization 
of the study results. 
In addition, future studies should explore in more depth the effects of family, cultural, 
and institutional embeddedness on the entrepreneurial motivations of young Saudi wom-
en. We call for in-depth case studies to probe deeper into the drivers of the motivations 
documented by our exploratory study. Of particular interest is what “achievement” and 
“independence” mean to Saudi women at different stages of their life and careers.
A broader question for further cross-cultural research is how different or similar the 
entrepreneurial motivations among female youth are among a diverse array of countries 
whose cultural and institutional environments are shaped by the Islamic tradition. Future 
comparative studies can provide a finer-grained analysis of the differences in institu-
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tional and cultural context that female entrepreneurs face in different countries and, 
equally importantly, possible differences in how they resolve entrepreneurial challenges. 
Another research question is whether these differences are shrinking or remain stable in 
the long run, and whether reforms and modernization lead to substantial convergence 
or important idiosyncrasies will be preserved. 

Implications and conclusions

Limitations notwithstanding, our study has important implications for public policy and 
the entrepreneurial training of female youth in Saudi Arabia, where women still face 
significant challenges and restrictions in their social realization. With respect to public 
policy, initiatives to foster opportunity and necessity entrepreneurs vary greatly in their 
scope and content. Notably, the state can use funds to promote entrepreneurship as a 
way out of unemployment and thereby (almost exclusively) support necessity entre-
preneurs. Some scholars have challenged the wisdom of such a public policy and have 
strongly advocated selectivity and support of high growth potential entrepreneurial ven-
tures (Acs 2006; Shane 2009). The creation of an entrepreneurship-friendly institutional 
regime, coupled with availability of resources, particularly progress in technology, all 
tend to spur opportunity-based entrepreneurship. Apparently, a balance of public policy 
approaches is needed in order to gradually shift the focus to the more economically and 
socially desirable opportunity-based entrepreneurial initiatives among women.
With respect to the need for targeted entrepreneurship education and training, we found 
that although close to 90% of the undergraduate students in our sample expressed in-
terest in starting a new venture, less than 10% had undergone any formal training or 
developed the requisite skills to engage in entrepreneurial activities. These results pro-
vide evidence in support of the need to initiate or improve entrepreneurship education 
and training (Grüner, Neuberger 2006), particularly for women (Alvarez-Herranz et al. 
2011). As Kourilsky and Walstad (1998) suggested in their study of female US youth, 
targeted entrepreneurship training is particularly needed in order to enhance young 
women’s confidence as entrepreneurs and managers, as prior research has indicated 
that women generally demonstrate lower confidence in their abilities and exhibit lower 
self-efficacy. In the context of female university youth in the Middle East, Gallant et al. 
(2010) reported that female university students in Dubai were positive about the role 
universities can play in fostering interest towards entrepreneurship and called for spe-
cialized entrepreneurial business programs and “hands-on” entrepreneurship experiences 
to be included in the business studies programs. The more confident young women feel 
in their abilities as managers, leaders, and entrepreneurs, the more likely they would be 
to embark on an entrepreneurial career.
Notably, we found that female youth in Saudi Arabia were significantly less likely to 
identify achievement, control, or the realization of a vision as viable entrepreneurial 
motivations. On the one hand, that may be the consequence of lower self-efficacy, 
in that young Saudi women feel they lack the knowledge and skills to achieve great 
success through their future entrepreneurial initiatives. If this is indeed the case, the 
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need for targeted entrepreneurial education is even more pressing. On the other hand, 
our findings may also reflect the effect of cultural biases and social constraints forcing 
young Saudi women to doubt that their participation in economic activities would be 
encouraged or socially recognized. There are, in fact, Saudi women who successfully 
lead some of the world’s largest companies. For example, Mrs. Lubna Olayan, the 
CEO of the Olayan Financing Company was recognized as N 29 on the Global 2010 
Fortune list of the most powerful women in business (Fortune 2010). Thus, we call for 
public policy initiatives specifically targeted at upholding the image of Saudi women-
entrepreneurs and business-owners and celebrating their achievements. Business forums 
featuring high-profile women in business and increased media exposure will promote 
powerful role-models for young Saudi women and will enhance the social desirability 
of an entrepreneurial career.
In conclusion, the implications of this exploratory study point to the need for initia-
tives specifically focused at young women in order to increase their confidence that 
entrepreneurship is a viable route to accomplish a broad range of career reasons. The 
Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) reports a strong positive correlation between 
the entrepreneurship activity for women and the total national entrepreneurship activity 
(Minniti et al. 2004). The more (and stronger) the motivations to embark on an entrepre-
neurial journey, the greater the likelihood that more young Saudi women will consider 
it a legitimate and desirable route for self-realization.
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APPENDIX A

Survey items

This study aims at exploring the attitudes of Saudi youth towards entrepreneurship 
(establishing a business). Please answer the following questions:

1. Sex: Male Female
2. Have you ever participated in starting a business? Yes No
3. Would you like to start a business (as owner)? Yes No
4. Have you had any qualifications to start a business(eg training)?  Yes No
5. In case of starting a business, what is the most important reason  

to do so (you can choose more than one):
a. Financial gain
b. There is no other job 
c. To be independent
d. To provide job opportunities
e. To have a higher social position
f. To be more flexible in the work
g. To use my creativity
h. To develop more experience
i. Self-achievement
j. To have control
k. To achieve my vision
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