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Session 1: Adapting policy advocacy tools to respond to a changing political and economic 

context  

Participants: 

 Recalled the diverse environments in which women entrepreneurs operate in the MENA 

region, stressing the need of further involving women in the economy while taking into 

account the social and cultural environment of each country, particularly when customary law 

and state law are conflicting. 

 Recalled that women’s under-representation as influential politicians, parliamentarians and 

economic actors—including civil society leaders, employees in the formal labour market, and 

entrepreneurs—throughout the MENA region stifles the economic potential of the region.  

 Highlighted that especially during periods of political transition, ensuring that women play a 

prominent role in political and economic decision making is key to fostering sustainable 

economic growth and social cohesion. Although economic reforms to improve the business 

climate—in areas such as access to finance, trade, tax, employment and wage policies— are to 

be addressed as a matter of priority, gender equality cannot be pushed aside as it clearly 

impacts the competitiveness of a country’s economy. 

 Stressed that women’s advocacy groups, such as businesswomen’s associations, have a crucial 

role to play in ensuring that constitutional, legislative and regulatory reform take into account 

their impact on women’s ability to freely engage in economic activities – including the 

development of their businesses in the formal economy.  

 Underlined the importance of identifying the obstacles to women’s formal labour force 

participation and engagement in entrepreneurial activity, and the need to help develop clear 

economic arguments for enhancing women’s participation in private sector development. 

 Underlined that in order to accelerate women’s leadership in the economic spheres (and hence 

increase economic growth) it is important to improve knowledge on women’s empowerment 

issues, particularly in economic advocacy issues and techniques.  

 Highlighted the benefits of making use of new technologies and innovative digital initatives that 

allow for flexible working environments in order to promote women’s entrepreneurship. 

 Invited international networks, such as the OECD-MENA Women’s Business Forum, to raise 

awareness among the international community on the challenges faced by women as economic 

actors in MENA economies and to facilitate the exchange of good practices to ensure that 

women’s issues continue to be mainstreamed in policy making.  



Session 2: Improving access to business support services (non-financial) 

Participants: 

 Recalled that low female entrepreneurial levels are linked to i) women’s low participation in 

the labour force; ii) non gender-specific business climate obstacles which constitute a barrier 

to new market entrants and to business development and iii) insufficient availability of 

business support services and lack of strategies to increase take-up by women entrepreneurs.  

 Underlined the need to expand the availability and reach of business support services and 

suggested that MENA economies with insufficient business support infrastructure establish 

networks of SME support agencies, enterprise centres and business advisory bureaus which 

also assist women entrepreneurs.  

 Encouraged governmental, non-governmental and private sector actors to improve co-

ordination and develop targeted approaches to reach out to female clientele, in order to ensure 

women have access to tailored business support services including technical services to assist 

in daily operations (bookkeeping, IT services, etc.) or strategic advisory services such as 

mentoring, coaching and counselling.   

 Highlighted the importance of a trained professional corps of strategic advisors in specific 

industries and regions that are capable of providing tailored assistance to women 

entrepreneurs and further build human capital. 

 Stressed the value of targeted female-only initiatives such as women’s enterprise centres, 

businesswomen’s associations and business incubators for women-owned firms. This may call 

for training of staff on how to reach out to female clientele and adapt their services to the 

needs of women-led businesses.  

 Underlined the need to establish a typology on women and their qualifications to identify 

target groups among women entrepreneurs – especially older women and women with young 

children – and ensure targeted policies and support services. 

 Encouraged initiatives that assist women entrepeneurs to venture into new and innovative 

sectors with high-growth potential rather than traditional sectors. 

 Stressed the value of bundling financial and non-financial business support services to ensure 

impact, underlining the importance of setting clear and time-bound objectives in order to 

ensure their successful implementation.  

 Called upon the Women’s Business Forum to act as a platform, in co-ordination with other 

organisations, for improving mentoring through the identification of mentors and the training 

of future mentors. 

 Stressed that intra-and inter-regional networks such as the Women’s Business Forum can serve 

as valuable fora to exchange good practices.  



Session 3: Main findings of the reviews of selected MENA economies on policies, institutions 

and programmes supporting women’s enterprise  

Participants: 

 Underlined the need to reinforce the social legitimacy of entrepreneurship and encourage 

stronger entrepreneurship cultures, including through national plans and associated gender 

strategies. 

 Called for increased capacity building of all institutions and professionals connected with 

supporting entrepreneurship development and encouraged the development of systems to 

ensure effective and efficient co-ordination between all actors – i.e. governmental, non-

governmental and private sector actors.  

 Called upon governments to design monitoring processes to assess and monitor the impact of 

laws, regulations, policies and programmes on SME and entrepreneurship development, and 

on women’s entrepreneurship development. 

 Stressed the value of the Women’s Business Forum as a means to facilitate an exchange of 

experiences and good practices between MENA and OECD representatives with a view to 

improving solution development.  

 Welcomed the Inventory of Policies, Institutions and Programmes Supporting Women’s 

Enterprise in the MENA Region, which can be a practical resource for women entrepreneurs 

and also serve as a basis to identify gaps in policy and institutional support. Participants also 

recognised that the inventory’s common methodology allows for a comparison of strategies 

between MENA economies.  

 Agreed that comments and contributions from the national task forces would be welcomed 

until the end of November. The inventories for all 18 countries are projected to be finalised by 

the end of January 2012. 

 Called on the WBF to build on the inventory in order to engage in further analysis and make 

recommendations for policy-makers. These recommendations may be forwarded to other 

regional and international fora with an interest in women’s entrepreneurship in the MENA 

region. 

 Thanked the Co-chairs of the Women’s Business Forum, H.E. Ambassador Kawar and H.E. 

Ambassador Kornbluh, for their leadership and their suggestion to constitute local task forces.  

 Welcomed the establishment of Women’s Business Forum task forces, whose composition of 

governmental, private sector and NGO/academia representatives helps increase interactions 

between the multi stakeholders involved in advancing the agenda for women’s economic 

empowerment.  

 Called for the expansion of national task forces, which have a crucial role to play in ensuring the 

inventories are accurate and up to date, and and invited the Women’s Business Forum 

Secretariat to explore the possibility of securing funding for this activity.  



Session 4: Strengthening women’s access to markets 

Participants: 

 Underlined that to increase women entrepreneurs’ access to domestic and international 

markets, their access to information—for example on export regulations and market 

opportunities needs to be improved. 

 Stressed the importance of expanding clusters and linkages for women entrepreneurs in SMEs 

– both among themselves as well as with larger businesses –and including women as value-

chain developers, which empowers them in drawing up their key business objectives.  

 Highlighted the value of using new media in providing a positive reflection of women 

entrepreneurs, taking into account the cultural environment they operate in, as a means of 

increasing market opportunities.   

 Recalled that there are positive effects to women-led businesses taking part in global supply 

chains, including on their ability to access markets and access finance. They can therefore 

expand, leading to a positive impact on local employment. 

 Stressed the value of procurement set asides to ensure women have access to public bids. 

However, in order to be meaningful, such measures need to be well thought through, and 

complementary measures may be conceived, such as monitoring bids, to avoid misuse or 

corruption in such procedures. 

 Suggested that the Women’s Business Forum engage in the collection of good practices on 

measures to enhance women’s access to information, markets, and public bids to share 

experiences among its members and friends. 



Session 5: Research and data collection: state of play and priority areas for improvement 

Participants: 

 Underlined that insufficient quality data in the MENA region makes it difficult to develop 

informed and effective policies for supporting entrepreneurship, including women’s 

entrepreneurship. Data on entrepreneurship is lacking, and where gender-disaggregated data 

exists it often only applies to women’s education and employment status.  

 Recalled that limited human and financial resources make it difficult for MENA governments to 

establish and run national statistical offices and engage in in-depth data collection efforts on 

local entrepreneurship. 

 Highlighted that data and indicators collected by private firms compensate to some extent for 

the lack of national data, but suggested that to enhance transparency, it may be better that 

some government institutions be involved in data collection and production of indicators.  

 Encouraged the use of a uniform framework and common definitions as a means of facilitating 

cross-country analyses, informing effective public policy and expenditures, and contextualising 

the claims of women entrepreneurs. Some suggestions included the establishment of a MENA 

SME Observatory, or mainstreaming gender issues in the Euro-Mediterranean Charter for 

Enterprise, with the assistance of the European Commission and the OECD.  

 Welcomed a presentation on the OECD Entrepreneurship Indicators Programme. 

 Called for the identification of select priority indicators on entrepreneurship – including by 

gender – which could be developed and collected by MENA governments. Such indicators could 

support the development of informed policies and allow intra-regional comparisons of 

entrepreneurship. This would allow MENA economies to bridge the time until they have the 

necessary financial and human resources to join and take fully part in the Entrepreneurship 

Indicators Programme.  

 This proposal could be presented to participants, including representatives of MENA SME 

agencies, at the next meeting of the MENA-OECD Working Group on SME Policies, 

Entrepreneurship and Human Capital Development to be held in Dubai. If accepted, the 

indicators could then be presented for adoption at the 2012 MENA-OECD Steering Committee 

meeting. 

Follow-up 

 The Women’s Business Forum suggested that the conclusions of the meeting, together with the 

conclusions of former meetings on access to finance, feed into the broader policy dialogue of 

the MENA-OECD Investment Programme and be discussed at the next Steering Group meeting. 

 The Women’s Business Forum would be pleased if the findings of their work would be shared 

with a wider audience in other policy fora, including those of the OECD.  

 


