
Why entrepreneurship in Arab world
depends on education

As global policy makers and thought leaders gathered in Riyadh to discuss “The
Entrepreneurship Imperat ive,” urgency was the word of  the hour.
After all, as Jim Clif ton, CEO of Gallup, pointed out, “the biggest global dream at
the moment is a good job.”
Specif ically, three out of  the seven billion people on the planet are seeking “good”
employment.
Unfortunately, as Clif ton highlights, there are only 1.2 billion “good” jobs available
around the world, leaving over 1.5 billion people unsat isf ied.
Keeping with the overarching theme of the forum, the panelists and speakers who
ranged from Prince Turki Al-Faisal of  Saudi Arabia to Michael Porter of  Harvard,
seemed to unanimously believe that the best response to this huge gap between
the demand for and supply of  jobs is to tap into what Len Schlesinger of  Babson
called “the most powerful force of  job creat ion known to man: entrepreneurship.”
In the Middle East, the issue is exacerbated by an of t -cited youth unemployment
rate of  25 percent, the highest in the world.
Unemployment was not the only force behind the Arab Awakening, but it  certainly
drove unrest  and frustrat ion.
As Magatte Wade, founder and CEO of The Tiosanno Tribe, stated, “entrepreneurs
and the jobs they create are a matter of  peace and war.”
Yet if  entrepreneurship is the imperat ive, the next piece of  the puzzle for the region
is assessing whether entrepreneurship is an innate talent or a skill developed
through careful pract ice.
Schlesinger summarized the majority view on the topic by paraphrasing the late
Peter Drucker’s conclusion in 1983 that “there is all of  this nonsense about
entrepreneurs being born or made and it  is nothing but nonsense.
[Entrepreneurship] can be codif ied, dist illed and taught.”
Other professors agreed with the Babson method of  “helping create
entrepreneurs,” t ransforming the entrepreneurship imperat ive into an imperat ive for
educat ion reform that is premised on Muhammad Yunus’ belief  that  on one level or
another “all people are entrepreneurs, but many don’t  have the opportunity to f ind
that out.”
John Quelch of  the China Europe Internat ional Business School emphasized “it  all
begins in the educat ion system at a very early age.”
Overall, the consensus was threefold.
First , entrepreneurship is a necessary life skill that  needs to be taught start ing at
the gradeschool level.
Second, the cultural st igma at tached to failure needs to be overcome, as failure is
the best, and in some cases, the only way to learn; failure needs to be reframed as
“intent ional iterat ion.”
Third, entrepreneurial learning is “largely informal” and we need to teach students
lifelong learning at  an early age, or, as Schlesinger apt ly phrased it , we need to
teach people to “live in a quest ion.” The end goal of  this educat ional shif t  is to
enable more people to t ry, enable them to t ry sooner, and enable them to t ry more
t imes all at  an “af fordable cost.”
Often in this region, when we talk about reform or progress, we look outward to
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internat ional best pract ice.
There is nothing wrong with looking to the experiences of  others, yet  direct
applicat ion of  the same policies can be inef fect ive unless they are localized, and
shown to have direct  relevance to people f rom the region.
For example, one of  the main obstacles toward curriculum reform the UAE has
been the failure to use local agents as the champions of  these reform efforts
(more of  my thoughts on that are here).
Schlesinger provides support  for this idea, that  it ’s important to place support
ef forts in a local context , perhaps unintent ionally, when he says, “it  is crit ical that
people see the creat ion of  their own opportunit ies as a viable and at tainable
possibility.”
It ’s only logical that  aspiring Arab entrepreneurs will feel more empowered when
they hear the stories of  other fellow entrepreneurs that have succeeded at
creat ing their own ventures in the region.
In the words of  Aramex’s Fadi Ghandour, “part  of  our problem is that  our business
schools teach us case studies of  Western businesses that are not direct ly relevant
to the region, when there are clear successes from the region itself .”
Unfortunately, it  is not only our business schools that look for success stories
abroad before looking inward.
The next t ime I at tend a forum on the entrepreneurship imperat ive in the region, I
hope to hear more from Arabs themselves about the success stories and trials of
the region.
And the next t ime I’m asked about a successful entrepreneur, I’m going to tell the
story of  Naif  Al-Qahtani, who started of f  as forklif t  driver but now runs his own
mult imillion dollar logist ics company.
— Nafez Dakkak is a Consultant at  PwC ‘s Educat ion Strategy team , in the
Government Advisory line of  service.
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