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One evening in 2008, I decided to protest having to purchase my 
personal garments from a man, and the “Lingerie Campaign” was born 
in Saudi Arabia. Three years later, the Saudi authorities announced 
major plans to tackle women’s unemployment and tens of thousands 
of jobs opened up. 
 Until 2011, the public workplace in Saudi Arabia was operated 
entirely by men. The sales and operations of the $10 billion-plus retail 
sector, from car tires to toys to lingerie, were all run by male salespeople. 
Women’s participation in the private sector was a meager 1.5%, and the 
unemployment rate among job seekers was rapidly on the rise. 
 In June 2012, I received a phone call from Arabian Business 
magazine, informing me that I had been nominated as the third most 
powerful Arab woman that year for my efforts in campaigning for 
women’s employment in the retail sector. 
 Women in other Arab countries have driven their cars for decades, 
mastered various career skills far earlier than we did in Saudi Arabia, 
and enjoyed different levels of freedom only an Arab would be able to 
accurately assess. We Arabs are different from one another in many 
ways. We share language, religion, and often the culture and traditions, 
all with intricate dissimilarity. Twists in accent, variation in levels of 
traditionalism and conformity to norms and religion, and of course, 
lifestyles, fashion, and modes of daily living all define who we are.  
With that said, it is not surprising that non-Arabs make little  
distinction among the natives of different Arab countries. However, 
in a world with a population of 7 billion, massive urbanization, and 
growing demand on resources, getting to understand each other 
has become essential to building bridges between nations for better 
coexistence and peace.
 A hotly debated and controversial issue in the Arab world is the 
role of women. In most western literature, we are commonly depicted 
as submissive, family-focused, financially dependent, and sensual. In 
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fact, the mainstream media classifies Arab women as either affluent 
and indulging or battered, weak, and oppressed. 
 In a more connected and well-informed world, it is naïve to label 
and view millions of women so simplistically and stereotypically, 
especially when these generalizations shape public opinion (and even 
policy) against a key part of the world.
 Media and literature can play a great role in neutralizing these 
stereotypes. One way to eradicate such stereotypes is through more 
accurate and apolitical works that reach a wide segment of readers. 
This important collection from Knowledge@Wharton, Arab Women 
Rising, aims to provide a closer look into the lives of women from 
different parts of the Arab World. A fresh and modern-day perspective, 
it focuses on the stories and lives of a diverse group of professional and 
accomplished women from Tunisia, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and other 
countries. The aim is to gain insight into how they began their journey 
and where they are today. 
 Representing an interesting array of fields and domains, these 
women defy the prevailing image of subjugation and failure. They 
excel in arts, sciences, medicine, photography, fashion, and technology, 
among other fields, and were able to compete with their counterparts 
worldwide. 
 I am thrilled that Knowledge@Wharton contributors Nafeesa 
Syeed and Rahilla Zafar genuinely hope to break some stereotypes by 
publishing the real stories of accomplished women, from a variety of 
backgrounds and social strata.
 We still don’t know what the future holds. There are still vast areas 
of empty land in Saudi Arabia, and we women still can’t drive our cars.
 How things will unfold remains uncertain, but I have strong faith 
in natural “evolution.” It is the process of progress and growth that is 
worth documenting and learning from. 
—Reem Asaad
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Introduction

The germ for this book emerged from a 2010 article that appeared 
in the Arabic section of Knowledge@Wharton, the online business 
journal of the Wharton School, under the headline “How Women 
Entrepreneurs Are Driving Business in the Middle East.” It featured 
women ranging from the founder of an investment bank in Morocco 
to the organizer of an entrepreneurship center in Qatar. The article was 
very popular among Knowledge@Wharton readers, which prompted 
us to ask, who else was out there? Then came the Arab Spring. New 
possibilities appeared to open up for women’s participation in social 
and political spheres as well. 
 Against this backdrop, we set out at the end of 2011 to begin 
documenting the experiences of Arab women entrepreneurs. But 
first we had to ask: what, or who, is an entrepreneur? Experts gave 
us myriad definitions. Some said any person starting a moneymaking 
venture, from a stall on the road to a tech firm, is an entrepreneur. 
Others added that entrepreneurs could also include those who unveil a 
new product or service into their respective markets. Yet another camp 
insisted that an entrepreneur could also be someone who introduced a 
sustainable method of social change whose impact could be measured. 
In the end, it became clear that entrepreneurs are both innovators and 
initiators. We sought out women who possessed these qualities as they 
pushed the definition of entrepreneurship to new frontiers in their 
diverse fields. 
 We had to be mindful of the context. We were not so much 
chronicling a new phenomenon as capturing the latest phase in a long-
running tradition. There are historical accounts of businesswomen 
and female leaders in Arab lands dating back more than a millennium. 
Moreover, many Arab countries have strong women’s movements that 
have worked for decades on issues such as legal rights and literacy. 
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 However, recent decades have seen great shifts and expanded 
opportunities for women all over the Arab world. For those who could 
not previously participate in shaping their own destiny, the playing 
field has been leveled as never before. 
 During the past 40 years, gaps in literacy and school enrollment 
have been narrowed, with women now outnumbering men at 
universities in most Arab nations. This has resulted in greater numbers 
of women entering the job market. In fact, the World Bank says female 
participation in the labor force is expected to reach 43% in 2020. The 
Bank has also said that women’s entrepreneurship in the region could 
help Arab countries create more and better jobs. As women introduce 
new ideas, production techniques, and technology, their businesses 
could “boost productivity growth across the economy, even spurring 
existing firms to raise their productivity,” according to a World Bank 
report. And it could encourage more women to take on leadership 
roles in society.
 Indeed, the region carries some of the world’s highest rates of 
unemployment, which hits women particularly hard as more of 
them seek occupations. In addition, sought-after government jobs 
won’t satiate a growing female labor force. Moreover, women also 
face obstacles entering the private sector. Striking out on their own, 
creating a space for themselves, may be the answer. 
 As their stories here attest, Arab women are an inventive lot. 
The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2012 Women’s Report,  lead-
sponsored by Babson College, shows that in the Middle East and 
North Africa, there are higher average levels of innovation for 
women than men. This indicates that women in the region turning to 
entrepreneurship “are more likely than their male counterparts to offer 
something they perceive as innovative.” 
 For every woman entrepreneur in the region, the report says, there 
are six more women who would like to set up a business within the 
next few years. For every male entrepreneur, there are only 2.5 more 
men who intend to start an enterprise. 

Introduction
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 Although the prospects are promising, real challenges remain 
for women in these societies. They range from negative attitudes 
toward women joining gender-mixed workplaces in some countries, 
to diffucult social and economic circumstances faced by both men 
and women in poverty—not to mention the political upheavals that 
continue to feed instability and uncertainty. And when it comes to 
entrepreneurship, there are concerns that the ecosystem is weak, soft 
skills are wanting, and access to capital and investment is tough. Yet 
what we found is that, in spite of these difficulties, ingenuity persists. 
While news cameras zoom in on fiery spectacles in the region, what’s 
happening behind the scenes, what’s not making headlines, is what we 
aimed to record. It’s these women’s work that continues even as daily 
events shift. They are in it for the long haul. 
 What we found was encouraging: a burgeoning network looking to 
nurture entrepreneurs; international organizations and corporations 
anchoring programs to train and fund entrepreneurs; and local 
universities and homegrown incubators taking young innovators under 
their wing. Start-up and entrepreneurial competitions are packed with 
cutting-edge contenders. These efforts are carving out new spaces for 
entrepreneurial activity, and women are at the forefront of it. 
 Over the past two years, we interviewed dozens of women 
entrepreneurs as we traveled to countries such as Bahrain, Egypt, 
Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates, and 
Yemen. It is impossible for us to encapsulate all the incredible stories 
we came across in such a vast swath of the globe. Therefore, we decided 
to focus on two geographic areas that have contrasting circumstances 
but that have both undergone significant change in recent years. The 
first area comprises the Gulf countries of Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and 
the UAE. These oil-producing nations have entered a new era in which 
women have achieved greater opportunities in joining the workforce 
and starting businesses. The second area is made up of Egypt and 
Tunisia, which are in transition following their revolutions. Both also 
boast seasoned women’s movements, as well as weighty economic woes. 
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Introduction

Within this selection, from the Gulf to North Africa, we encountered 
not only women native to these countries, but also some of Lebanese, 
Iraqi, and Palestinian descent, further enriching the story’s palette. 
 Here, we present 35 women’s stories. They do not represent all 
Arab women. Nor do they represent all Arab entrepreneurs. Nor is 
this a ranking. But they do come from varying socioeconomic statuses 
and work in multiple sectors, and their ages span from early 20s to 
late 70s. They are at different stages of their entrepreneurial endeavors: 
some are well-established; others are just getting off the ground. Some 
were born into wealth, while others had to toil to find funding. Their 
experiences reflect some of the major trends and challenges under 
way in female entrepreneurship in the Middle East and North Africa, 
providing a rare snapshot of a cohort that is both innovating and 
initiating. 
 There have been academic studies and think tank reports on 
Arab women entrepreneurs. But in this book, we wanted to do 
something different. Too often the experiences of Arab women are 
told by someone else. This time, we wanted to hear from them directly. 
Beyond statistics, we wanted to find out who they were, what made 
them tick, and what they could teach us. We asked the women to be 
candid in telling us about their struggles and successes along their path 
to making it. We asked them what the word entrepreneurship meant to 
them. In that spirit, we produced what we hope are accessible narratives 
in their individual voices. Storytelling, after all, is an ancient form of 
Arabic expression. We hope that their stories serve as an inspiration to 
others in the Arab world, both women and men, and to entrepreneurs 
everywhere, because they bear universal lessons.
 Our journey begins in Part One, with the trailblazers, who are 
going against different sets of expectations, be she a flower farmer 
tending her fields in the Tunisian countryside or a Saudi royal 
advocating for women’s rights in the kingdom. Next, in Part Two, we 
meet both pioneers and newcomers establishing exciting technology 
companies in a region whose rates of Internet and mobile proliferation 
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are only increasing. In Part Three, small and midsize business owners 
tell us how they started their enterprises specializing in everything 
from public relations to the arts, and how they are helping build 
support systems for future entrepreneurs. Then, in Part Four, we meet 
a slew of innovators who have rolled out new products, revamped 
traditional dress, and integrated new services into their industries. As 
great change unfolds we hear from visionaries in Part Five on how to 
tap the big-picture potential the region holds in such growing fields 
as entertainment and science. Finally, in Part Six, women passionately 
spearheading change in their communities discuss breaking away from 
conventional models of charity and nongovernmental organizations 
to set up social enterprises that alleviate the trials around disability, 
poverty, and joblessness. 
 Ultimately, our wish is that this collection represent the beginning 
of a discussion. We hope it sparks even more portals where women can 
share their stories, and that it leads to in-depth studies on the ongoing 
development of women entrepreneurs in the Arab world. 
—Nafeesa Syeed and Rahilla Zafar



Trailblazers
Making It in a Traditional World

Part One

10



Part One: Trailblazers

11

Jalila Tamallah:
A Blossoming Business in Tunisia
—Nafeesa Syeed

As she slogs across her green fields, Jalila Tamallah’s calf-high 
rubber boots become muddied during the damp Tunisian 
winter. Here in the Oued Ellil, outside the capital, she grows 

gladiolas, roses, narcissus, lilacs, iris, chrysanthemum, and other flora.
 “All this greenhouse has the immortelle [flower],” she says standing 
beneath an arched, white-tarp roof. A hearty and vivacious woman, 
she is clad in jeans and a long navy work shirt; her patterned orange 
headscarf stands out much like her bright buds. Over two decades, 
the bespectacled Tamallah has gone from school dropout to laborer 
to head of a flower production business with her husband. And make 
no mistake, flower farming is no delicate endeavor. She’s a bona fide 
businesswoman, spewing the figures of import costs and revenue and 
employee compensation, all while tracking her inventory and her 
planting schedules. But she’s also on the ground, getting her hands 
dirty for the harvest. In building her enterprise, Tamallah has reached 
out to external resources, including receiving loans from Enda Inter-
Arabe, the microfinancing institution in Tunisia. She says she’s proud 
at the profits her efforts have fetched and hopes to sow a better future 
for her two daughters and her son. 
 The beautiful bouquet one finds at a florist starts, in Tamallah’s 
case, in a large, dank shed. Crates littered with dozens of loose bulbs 
are stacked on shelves. The brown bulbs are brought in mostly from 
the Netherlands. “We don’t have them in Tunisia. You have to import 
them,” Tamallah says. “They are very expensive.” Awaking at 5:00 
a.m. every day, Tamallah directs her handful of workers on planting, 
watering, and fertilizing tasks on the four hectares (almost 10 acres) on 
which she operates. “It’s not about the size of the land, but the quality 
of your products,” she says. (Flower growing here, she explains, is 
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generally done on moderate-size plots, rather than massive plantations. 
For comparison, she cites a larger company that works nearby, on eight 
hectares, or nearly 20 acres.) Tamallah and her husband have divided 
their business duties: “My work ends here,” on the farm, she says. 
Her husband then goes on the road, distributing the flowers to three 
weekly markets and to customers across the country. They also make 
arrangements for special occasions, such as wedding receptions.
 Tamallah speaks expertly about all aspects of the flower-growing 
cycle. Yet things weren’t always so familiar. “I found it a bit hard in the 
beginning. But I got used to it,” she says. Tamallah comes from a family 
of day laborers. When her mother fell ill, the young girl left school in the 
sixth grade to help support her three younger siblings. Later, at age 16, she 
and a group of girls left their town when they heard there was a flower 
farm in the region in need of workers. “We came here and we learned 
little by little. Now I am the manager,” she says. The man running the farm 
would become her husband. Being a farmer was not something she’d 
envisioned for herself, but it’s become her life’s work. “I like this. I hadn’t 
imagined that, but when I knew my husband, I went for it,” she says.
 Together the couple built their business with their evident team 
spirit. Among the avenues they pursued to expand their operations 
was Enda Inter-Arabe microfinancing. When they heard about the 
branch in their locality, they applied for assistance. As with most 
beneficiaries, their initial loans were small, about a few hundred dinars 
or so. As such loans are paid back, clients are able to take out larger 
amounts. With that money, Tamallah and her husband have invested 
in nurseries and the costly foreign seeds. She says summertime is their 
most profitable season, and the period around holidays. She and her 
husband have grown the business incrementally and have branched 
out into raising sheep and cows, whose bleats and moos are heard all 
around. The precision with which Tamallah lists each expenditure and 
investment (from dinar amounts to product count) speaks not only 
to her obsession with detail and her deep sense of ownership, but also 
to her notion of smart business practices. “We work according to our 
budget. We do not make things difficult for ourselves,” she says. 
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 Tamallah is proud of and pleased with their success over the years. 
Smiling widely, she says, “We surely are making profits.” There are 
multiple material signs of how the money has helped. “When I came 
to work here, for example, I met my husband and we got married; he 
did not have a car; he used to rent cars,” she says. “Now we have a big 
one.” Back from the road, her husband opens the back door of their 
large white van to reveal bundles of purple-petaled blooms. They’ve 
also bought a tractor, various machines, and other farming-related 
products and equipment. 
 Even with their hard work and progress, there are hardships. At 
the top of the list, Tamallah notes that the land they farm is not, in fact, 
theirs. They’ve been long renting it from a property owner. “I have been 
here for 20 years, but the landlord could ask for his land back at any 
moment,” she says. For others interested in the industry, she suggests 
purchasing land or renting from the government, which she says is 
cheaper. Such contracts are also more reliable than those with private 
farmers, who merely orally confer land use rights. Another problem, 
she says, is that banks are less inclined to give out loans to those 50 
years of age and older, a worrisome prospect as she and her 40-year-
old husband age. She says she would like to see greater investment in 
projects such as hers so that they can expand even more. 
 Chickens, turkeys, a tiny yelping dog, and other farm animals 
scramble about the dirt driveway before Tamallah’s home. Blustery 
winds tear through the rows of pink blossoms surfacing from the 
grassy fields. Her children are also outside, with plenty of room to 
play. “I would like to provide for my kids, so they can have a future,” 
she says, adding that she wants them to continue their studies. “I want 
them to live well and to have a good future. I don’t want them to have 
a hard life, as my husband and I did. That’s the future and that’s what 
makes me work.” To that end, with the profit from her business, she’s 
bought a small parcel of her own property. “I would love to have a 
building on that land,” she says. And so she tarries on. 
 But after all these years, can flowers still be beautiful? Has she tired 
of them? “Oh, no, I’ve always loved flowers. I adore them.”
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Maha Al-Farhan:
Striking a Balance between Business Success 
and a Happy Home 
—Rahilla Zafar

Al-Farhan is a pioneer in bringing clinical research to the Middle East 
and was Entrepreneur of the Year in 2011 at the Third Annual Women 
in Leadership Forum in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). In 2001, she 
founded her company, ClinArt International, which conducts medical 
and clinical research—the first of its kind in the Middle East. She came 
up with the idea while studying and working in the United Kingdom. 
 After completing her master’s in pharmacology at King’s College and 
an MBA at Imperial College in the United Kingdom, she worked at a 
clinical research organization in London.
 When she returned to the UAE in 2000, there were no clinical trials 
being done to international standards. With her expertise, she started 
approaching government ministries and health authorities, and the 
pharmaceutical industry, to raise awareness of the need for clinical 
research. “What I was saying was very new to people. Quite a number 
thought I was inventing it,” Al-Farhan recalls. “A few understood and 
were actually looking for people of my caliber.”
 She got her first contract with the German pharmaceutical company 
Boehringer Ingelheim, conducting a landmark clinical trial in the UAE. To 
this day, Al-Farhan says it remains the first and best experience she’s had. 
 ClinArt has since grown, and Al-Farhan says the many of her best 
employees are women. “When their children are sick, for example, 
and they work from home, I find women to multitask better and be 
productive as compared to male employees when in similar situations.” 
She spoke to Knowledge@Wharton about how her passion for innovation 
is the driving force behind her success. She also provides advice to women 
about balancing family life and running a company.
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An edited transcript of the conversation follows.

Knowledge@Wharton: Was it against the norm, being a woman from 
your generation, to go abroad to pursue an education?

Maha Al-Farhan: I come from a family that has very strong women. 
The culture in my family is that there’s no difference between a boy 
and girl; everyone is equal and everyone deserves a good education 
and career. My aunts all traveled out of their homes and went to other 
countries to study. So it wasn’t something new for me to leave home and 
go to the United Kingdom; it was kind of in the culture of my family.
 The difference is that I liked innovations. I was always thinking 
about innovation, research, and new things—even in grade school. So 
I went to the U.K. to finish my high school, and afterward I studied 
pharmacology. It’s a research degree in pharmaceuticals, not pharmacy. 
Some of my family friends asked why I was studying pharmacology, 
since it’s not recognized here, and told me I wouldn’t have a career in the 
Middle East. But I continued because it was a research subject I really 
liked. I wanted to combine research and business. You can’t do research 
without having the business background, and you can’t do business 
without having a technical capability, and that really helped me.
 After my studies, I started working at a clinical research organ-
ization in the UK. Basically I was observing everything. I enjoyed the 
experience and learned so much over there. When I came back to the 
UAE, I worked with [Ras Al Khaimah–based drug manufacturer] 
Julphar on a few research projects and then started my own company. 
I wasn’t business-minded at that time; I wanted to do what I liked to 
do and not what generates profit. But it worked out well; it’s profitable 
and a new industry. I believe I’m recognized now as a leader in this 
industry here.

Knowledge@Wharton: How have you maintained a competitive 
advantage when new companies try to copy your business?
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Al-Farhan: When you have the passion, you can never stop innovating. 
You don’t stop at one point and say, “That’s it, I’m stable; I’m not going 
to change.” You have a passion and you’re going to evolve and have 
new ideas all the time. I was the first one to establish a clinical research 
organization; a few other people did the same after me. I established a 
chapter for the Association of Clinical Research Professionals, which 
is a US-based society association. The main aim of the chapter was 
to develop more talent and educate clients, government authorities, 
on clinical research. But for us it was genuinely an association for the 
benefit of all. So the competitive edge is always visible there. And then I 
started to train my members of staff to make sure they’re all accredited 
and certified in clinical research. My competitors started doing the same 
a few years later, which is a pleasure to me because it means we have a 
higher caliber of talent in the region, and that’s what we need. So it’s a 
process; every day you have to do something new. You have to evolve, 
and as long as you concentrate and focus, you’ll be evolving all the time.

Knowledge@Wharton: You said when you initially applied for 
a license, people assumed your business was in fashion or a beauty 
salon. Did you see yourself as a pioneer for women in the scientific 
field, especially in the MENA region?

Al-Farhan: I didn’t think about it that way. I went to the Department 
of Economic Development, and there wasn’t any category to recognize 
our business activity because we were the first. So I went to the manager 
at the time and explained this is a research company and I can’t find us 
anywhere in the category of activities.
 He was actually very understanding and said that this is one of the 
focus areas for the UAE and I’m going to issue a category for you right 
away. That was such a proactive manager; the way he dealt with our 
application was wonderful. He understood it, and I was very pleased 
to hear that. It can be a process, but as long as you are convinced and 
have the power to convince others, you shouldn’t have a problem.
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Knowledge@Wharton: Do you see the benefits in teenagers in the UAE 
having part-time jobs in order to develop business acumen early on?

Al-Farhan: I think this is the way forward. It’s about teaching them the 
value of hard work. I think children usually like to copy parents, and 
if their parents are hardworking, the child will most likely grow up to 
be a hardworking person as well. Being independent and thrown into 
the deep end is healthy for teenagers as long as they are in a protective 
environment.
 Whether other Emirati families will accept that, I’m not sure, but 
I know that when it comes to boys, usually fathers will take their sons 
with them to work and put them in a different department every time, 
just to observe, hoping this will get them to learn about business and so 
on. But being too close to parents isn’t always healthy; they sometimes 
need to be on their own.

Knowledge@Wharton: What advice do you have for women trying to 
balance having a family and running a business?

Al-Farhan: Wake up early; really, I’m serious. If you don’t wake up 
early, you can’t get anything done. You can’t even look after a child if you 
don’t wake up early, and this is something I criticize the unemployed 
women for. Many stay up late and they don’t do much. Wake up early, 
from the time you pray Fajr, stay awake. Your day will be so different 
and transformed. Pray Fajr, get your children up and ready for school. 
Right after that you’ll feel the energy in you to do everything. When 
you dress up and go to work, you’re already up and active; you don’t 
need time to be activated.
 Some people go to work and it takes them an hour just to wake up; 
you would have finished all of that early on. You can plan ahead and be 
home by the time your children are back from school. That is enough; 
they don’t need you when they’re in school. The only thing is, your 
social life might suffer, but then you have Friday and Saturday for that. 
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I think it can be balanced as long as you keep your workload suitable 
enough for you.

Knowledge@Wharton: You’ve scaled outside the UAE. Do you plan 
to expand more?

Al-Farhan: From 2008, when we moved our company to Dubai 
Healthcare City, the idea was to be a regional company. So we started 
to branch out to Saudi Arabia and Egypt; these are the major markets 
for us. But as the workload became higher, I started thinking about 
having more time for my family, and at that time the Kuwait Life 
Science Company approached me. It was in their agenda to have a 
clinical research organization as part of their portfolio, so that was 
a good fit for us. I needed them to manage the company, and they 
needed this type of well-established company. As for me as a mother, 
I am giving my children all the care they need. As a businesswoman, I 
built a very good company, and I think now my life is in balance until 
I find my next venture.

Knowledge@Wharton: What does the UAE do to support women 
entre-preneurs and what could it do better?

Al-Farhan: The UAE is a very woman-friendly environment. The 
environment supports innovation, new ideas, and in particular it 
supports women. I don’t feel any challenges being a woman. It’s on the 
contrary.

Knowledge@Wharton: Are women taking full advantage of these 
opportunities in the UAE?

Al-Farhan: No, they aren’t. A very small percentage is taking advantage 
of it; they need to know what advantages they have and grab it. They 
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don’t know, and now that I have more time to socialize, after every 
event I go to, one of my friends will go and establish a company. They 
talk to me about their passions and what they want to do; I say, “Okay, 
go and follow these steps and you can create a company.”

Knowledge@Wharton: What are the steps to follow?

Al-Farhan: Have your idea clear in your head, know who are your 
clients, and what budget you need to start your company. Visit the 
Department of Economic Development, and as an Emirati woman you 
can get a license within no time. It takes a maximum of one week, even 
for an expat.

Knowledge@Wharton: Where do you see the UAE a decade from now?

Al-Farhan: Women are doing very well—those that have the can-do 
spirit. And they really can do it.
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Rasha Shehada:
A Daughter Is Awarded Control of a Family Business 
—Rahilla Zafar

Rasha Shehada has been picked by her brother and sister to take 
over the family business, Diamond Line, when their father 
retires next year. In her mid-20s, she currently heads business 

development for the company her parents started in 1997, which has 
grown into a leading hotel supplies distributor selling to more than 15 
countries.
 The opportunity to start a business wasn’t something her parents 
took lightly. As Palestinian refugees, they initially worked in Abu 
Dhabi, where Rasha’s father was a civil engineer and her mother 
worked at a kindergarten.
 Shehada explains that her mother is a very action-oriented person 
who had dreams of attending college, but her family was never able to 
afford the fees. When the United Arab Emirates (UAE) government 
announced that the Jebel Ali Free Zone in Dubai would allow non-
Emiratis the opportunity to start a business, her parents decided to 
leave their jobs and take a chance.
 “My mother is the type of person that is eager to learn and was very 
supportive when my father wanted to start a business,” Shehada says. 
Being refugees, they found that the chance to start their own business 
had a deeper meaning. “They wanted to do it because the UAE was the 
only country they could stay in, and it was important to create a place 
where our family was stable financially,” she explains.
 The family built its business initially through importing hotel 
cleaning supplies from different parts of the world and acting as 
distributor in the Middle East. A few years later they began an industrial 
division after acquiring the country’s first chafing fuel factory. Initially 
serving a Middle East market, they were able to expand their chafing 
fuel clientele into Europe and elsewhere.
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 Since the UAE is still considered a developing country, under 
European Union (EU) law the company is exempt from paying custom 
duty when exporting to a developed country. “It’s a good policy that 
encourages developing countries to get more into industrial and 
manufacturing businesses that reach international standards,” Shehada 
says. The advantage that Diamond Line has is not just in price but 
also in the high-quality fuel it imports from Saudi Arabia. After the 
EU banned methanol, Diamond Line began offering ethanol gel, an 
alternative considered more environmentally friendly.
 Managing a company and finding new business opportunities 
working with multinational clients and employees is something that 
comes as second nature to Shehada. She credits her education, starting 
from her early school days, with exposing her to different types of 
cultures that in later years proved helpful as she entered the business 
world.
 Two years ago, Shehada participated in a young entrepreneurs and 
family business exchange sponsored by the US government. The goal 
was to expose Middle Eastern and American small business owners to 
one another. The US portion for Shehada took place in Ohio, which 
has the largest number of family-owned businesses in the nation.
 “To be honest, there wasn’t much of a difference; the core 
advantages and challenges are the same across cultures,” Shehada says. 
“It’s still the father or mother that want to take control, the children 
that want to implement change, and the third generation that wants to 
sell the company.”
 She saw other similarities in customer loyalty, an advantage of 
being in a family-owned business no matter where you are in the 
world. “It’s like we get constant market research when customers tell 
us they got a better offer from a company in Turkey, for example,” she 
notes. “That is a competing area for us, especially in Europe, due to its 
geographical location.”
 When customers find a better deal because of their personal 
relationship with her family at Diamond Line, they always ask if 
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they’re able to match the price before making the switch. That is why 
rather than dealing with corporations, her company prefers to work 
with other family-owned businesses.
 One area that Shehada took upon herself to improve within her 
family business was the company’s organizational structure. “My dad 
started as a pure entrepreneur, with no partners or financial support. 
When I came in, it was hard to tell the owner of a company that they 
built from scratch to invest in things that don’t matter to the client but 
improve employee happiness and collaboration,” she says.
 While the business was successful, one area she saw that was 
lacking was her father never took notice of employees and how they 
engage with one another. “When I came in, I wanted to focus on the 
company continuing to do well externally and also ensuring that 
employees are well trained and satisfied,” she says. Instead of hiring 
outside consultants, Shehada developed the strategy and within six 
months began to see a boost in employee morale.
 One thing she sees as important for family-owned businesses is to 
create a family-within-a-family environment. For example, all holiday 
gatherings are hosted at her home, where her family members serve 
food to their employees. She also gives preference to employee referrals 
when the company has a vacancy. Oftentimes, the referral may be a 
family member who is very well skilled and qualified but who has had 
trouble finding a job in the UAE. During Dubai’s financial crisis, unlike 
many other companies, Diamond Line didn’t let any staff go or try to 
renegotiate lower salaries.
 According to Shehada, focusing on employee happiness has 
translated into improved financials for the company. “It makes a 
difference even in the way someone answers the phone. It leaves a 
good impression on a client that this is a place where people are happy,” 
she says. A business that has a family-within-a-family environment is 
one where the staff is always on the lookout not only for creating new 
opportunities but also for keeping an eye out for what the competition 
is doing. “Even the driver is keeping tabs on competing products when 
he’s out there making deliveries,” she says.
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 To avoid any potential conflict, her father set up the company so 
all the children have equal shares no matter how small or big their role. 
“Some may argue it’s not fair, but I think it’s important to keep a good 
relationship and not have jealousy arise,” she says.
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Wafa Sayadi:
Another Person’s Trash Is Her Business  
—Nafeesa Syeed

Food scraps, wood, refrigerators, stoves, dead animals, fishermen’s 
nets—this is only a partial list of what Wafa Makhlouf Sayadi’s 
company, Proclean, has retrieved in nearly a decade of collecting 

refuse from Tunisia’s otherwise spectacular Mediterranean shoreline. 
“I have seen it all, things you cannot imagine,” Sayadi says. “But what 
irritates me the most is the plastic trash bags; they get stuck in the 
machine.”
 Initially eager to whet her entrepreneurial appetite, Sayadi landed 
in that desired position of creating a for-profit enterprise that at once 
provides a service and at the same time leaves things better than it 
found them, albeit in the realm of rubbish. Offering a straightforward 
solution, Sayadi’s efforts bespeak the potential in, and profitability 
of, environmental entrepreneurship. But paramount to this was her 
taking that first step. It’s the kind of initiative she hopes to inspire 
among emerging business owners in Tunisia in her capacity leading 
the Centre des Jeunes Dirigeants d’Entreprise de Tunisie (Center 
for Young Business Leaders of Tunisia), or CJD, which represents 
entrepreneurs under age 45. It’s a balancing act for this mother of two, 
as she continues running her company and serving as the group’s most 
recently elected president in post-revolutionary Tunisia, where she 
says developing the private sector vis-à-vis entrepreneurship can help 
address looming economic woes such as high unemployment. 

Environmental Service
By now, the surprise people express at the juxtaposition of Sayadi’s line 
of work with her impeccable appearance has become somewhat of a 
cliché for her. Tall and thin, with cascading brown hair, at 36 she cuts 
a model-like figure in her chic suits and heels. She’s definitely more 



Part One: Trailblazers

25

glamor than garbage. After obtaining a finance degree, she worked 
briefly at her father’s business (also in the environmental service 
sector), but itched for something of her own. “I did not see myself at 
all working in an administration or a company that is not mine. That 
was my idea from the beginning,” says Sayadi, speaking in French. “I 
can’t bear having someone ordering me to do something.” After getting 
a loan from the Tunisian Solidarity Bank, or BTS, for 20,000 Tunisian 
dinars, and with a little assistance from her father, she hired five 
employees and opened her own operation in 2003. (Its revenue is now 
upwards of 700,000 Tunisian dinars annually.) Her company initially 
focused on street sweeping and maintaining green spaces, the kind of 
work to which she was accustomed at her family’s business. 
 Then came a request to help with a volunteer beach cleanup, 
in which children collected waste material. She volunteered her 
equipment and staff to transport the waste to the dump. “It was really 
impressive,” she says. “You see the children and what they do. They 
are highly motivated, and you think the children are aware, and it 
makes you think, ‘Why is it a three-day action only? Why doesn’t it last 
throughout the year?’” The thought of beach upkeep had not occurred 
to her before. The filth she saw, compounded by the enthusiasm she 
witnessed in the kids’ eyes, left an impression. Consequently, she shifted 
her focus toward beach cleaning and collecting waste. The move also 
made business sense, she says, because not many firms worked in this 
field, whereas there were already several others doing the sweeping 
and park cleaning that made up her earlier business model.
 Without daily or regular conservation of the beaches by local 
municipal authorities, Sayadi found a niche. She knocked on doors to 
inform municipalities of her service, billing it as a win-win situation: 
she gets a contract, and the municipalities are able to tap into 
government aid to cover the expense, sparing their local budgets. In 
environmental services, she says, business owners must flow with the 
market. “You have to be flexible,” she says. At times there isn’t demand 
for some services from agencies, because of the season or their funding, 
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so a company has to know how to alter or expand what it offers. Also, 
Sayadi relies on contracts with the municipalities and the Ministry of 
Environment, and sometimes there are delays in payment, which can 
pose a challenge when she has to pay her workers.
 Sayadi employs about 50 staffers, though that number can be 
double or more, depending on the needs of the project under way. At the 
beginning, she says, she was all for hiring women, but there have been 
problems in the field when men and women have gone out in a group, 
and arguments have broken out. “It’s in the mentality of people, they do 
not accept to see women and men working together” in this sector, she 
says. “Maybe in a factory they are less disrespected. And when men are 
fighting with each other, women are caught between them, ashamed. 
Sometimes they come to me saying they can no longer work.” 
 Even at her executive level, Sayadi says, she must reckon with 
gender perceptions associated with this industry. Once, when she went 
to the tax office to get a trade patent, she handed the woman there a 
form that listed her work as collecting waste. The woman asked her, 
“Why is such a pretty girl like you picking up garbage?” Sayadi says 
that for those outside her circle of friends and family, her work can be 
a shock at first. They will ask, “Why do you do that? Are you really in 
need?” Her retort: “At least I feel useful.” She adds, “It takes courage to 
be a woman in this sector, there are just very few of us, and people are 
impressed when they hear that I work in this sector.”

Fostering Entrepreneurship
The fieldwork of Sayadi’s business is hard work, but it doesn’t require 
highly skilled laborers. There are people with degrees, though, 
performing the same waste-collection duties as those less educated 
than they. After all, they need the job. High unemployment in Tunisia 
is one of the factors that sparked the uprisings that resulted in the 
country’s revolution, which ousted former president Zine El Abidine 
Ben Ali. In the wake of this, Sayadi says, business leaders came under 
fire because of the widely held view that many in the private sector  
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had been in cahoots with Ben Ali and his regime. With unemployment 
prevailing, if not worsening, in the Tunisian market, the public  
sector won’t be able to absorb the number of unemployed. Instead, 
Sayadi says, it’s within the private sector where solutions must be found. 
Here, she sees CJD playing an important role, by encouraging and 
mentoring people in business creation. In fact, she sees entrepreneurs 
as having a big part in rebuilding the nation. “There is no other choice,” 
she says. 
 To that end, CJD spent 2011 meeting with leaders from the 
many parties spawned by the revolution, to discuss their economic 
and social policies. It was an unprecedented step for the apolitical 
organization. “It is important for an entrepreneur to know in what 
environment he will live in the future,” she says. “We need stability, 
to know where we are heading economically.” In the past, the group 
has worked to make laws more conducive to running a business and 
enhancing entrepreneurship. “We want to transmit our concerns to 
decision makers, be it in government or administrations,” she says. 
“We try to approach them to share our problems and those of young 
entrepreneurs.”
 In growing her business, Sayadi turned to existing institutions and 
business courses to help her strategize her approach and gain access to 
resources. Her lucid objective of wanting to work only for herself kept 
her constantly motivated. It may also have helped that her upbringing 
made business appear to be a favorable path. Sayadi says statistics 
indicate that the children of entrepreneurs are more likely to become 
entrepreneurs themselves, showing that the attitudes of parents can 
impact young people’s views on entrepreneurship. In general, the 
mentality here had been that upon graduation, the goal was to get a 
job in either banking or the government. That said, various programs 
and initiatives in recent times have boosted entrepreneurship, she says, 
encouraging young people to create their own ventures.
 As she advocates entrepreneurship in the new Tunisia, Sayadi 
says her organization also looks to instill the idea that overall 
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performance is important. For instance, business owners have to 
take into consideration giving employees good salaries, respecting 
the environment, paying their taxes—being what she calls a “good 
corporate citizen.” At an individual level, CJD provides training and 
programs for entrepreneurs on leadership, management, strategy, and 
other skills. They also serve as a support network for entrepreneurs. 
“It is very important in the life of the young leader, especially when 
you start the business. We are submerged by daily problems, and 
through this exchange we can find solutions faster,” she says. It also 
helps for business leaders to know that they’re not alone, that others 
have experienced similar situations and found a way out of rough 
patches. CJD also targets university students, through its partnership 
with Students in Free Enterprise, a U.S.-based nonprofit. The students 
work with business leaders in establishing sustainable projects across 
Tunisia, with the aim of improving the lives of people in need and 
giving youth hands-on lessons in entrepreneurship. 
 For prospective business owners, Sayadi says, there are avenues 
available in Tunisia to help them start up, such as the loan program in 
which she took part. It’s not a question of class, she says, as much as a 
regional divide that can create difficulty for some entrepreneurs outside 
the capital who don’t have access to information and decision makers. 
Young leaders from outlying or rural areas must travel to Tunis to stay 
abreast of opportunities and information on entrepreneurial programs 
or business creation because regional administrative entities are not 
always up to date, nor do they make the effort to get information and 
pass it on. It can take months for a reply to entrepreneurs’ queries 
to reach them, and even then the answers may be unclear. Sayadi 
says creating links with the country’s interior provinces is a priority. 
CJD has branches in 13 regions (stretching from the northern to the 
southernmost parts Tunisia) that work to encourage activities in those 
localities and support businesses owners, bridging the awareness gap. 
 Whether it’s with her own enterprise or the organization she leads, 
Sayadi embodies a proactive approach. She says she’d like to expand 
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her operations to more areas, but this is dependent on the availability 
of state contracts. Ever the entrepreneur, she’s looking into other 
projects in real estate and those related to environmental conservation. 
She tries to do her part outside the business, with volunteer cleanup 
programs, but she says more could be done. After the revolution, waste 
collection was affected by strikes held at dumps. In the end, keeping 
things clean (and making doing so habitual) will require widespread 
action. “This is an area that requires the participation of everyone, 
whether on the side of the citizen or the government or the private 
sector, so everybody must work together,” she says. “I’m trying to do 
my best; I cannot do the whole process by myself.”
 It’s about taking action, about getting something done. In the 
summer, machines are used to clean the beaches, unveiling an 
immaculate sight that Sayadi relishes—even if it lasts only for a day or 
two. More than manual cleaning, the biweekly mechanical cleaning, 
done when everyone is asleep, especially appeals to her. “Sometimes, 
when I get to my home late at night, I watch the machine going by,” she 
says. “It’s really heartwarming.”
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Adela Bint Abdullah Bin Abdulaziz Al-Saud: 
A Royal Advocate for Women in Saudi Arabia 
—Rahilla Zafar

The daughter of Saudi Arabia’s king, Abdullah bin Abdulaziz, Adela 
Bint Abdullah Bin Abdulaziz Al-Saud is a longtime advocate of women’s 
empowerment and rights, and is particularly vocal about combating 
domestic violence. She has used her position to be an active public 
speaker and role model in Saudi society, drawing attention to issues such 
as improving women’s opportunities in business and training. 
 Much of the progress for women’s rights in Saudi society has been 
unknown to those outside of the kingdom. In a rare interview, Al-Saud 
sheds light on societal shifts and new laws that have directly impacted 
women’s opportunities in the workplace. 
 Al-Saud also discusses the impact of 9/11 on the kingdom, and the 
importance of providing opportunities for youth. In light of her father’s image 
as a quiet reformer, she spoke about his leadership during a transformative 
period in the country’s history and what she’s learned from him.

An edited transcript of the conversation follows.

Knowledge@Wharton: What are the most inspiring things that you 
took away from your parents?
 
Adela Bint Abdullah Bin Abdulaziz Al-Saud: My parents are my role 
models. They have inspired me to be a dedicated person, to make a 
difference in my society, to balance work with family duties, and [to] 
appreciate our values and traditions, all the while respecting other 
cultures and remaining open to them.

Knowledge@Wharton: What’s been the reaction when you bring 
up such issues that Saudis don’t discuss so openly, such as domestic 
violence?
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Al-Saud: Domestic violence is a taboo subject in all societies. 
Nonetheless, it is also one that is condemned by all of them. My peers 
understand that sensitive matters such as these need to be supported 
by people who are strong believers in the cause. However, discussing 
domestic violence is accepted by society because this program is 
semigovernmental and was formed by a royal decree.

Knowledge@Wharton: You are in a unique position to be a role model 
for women in the Muslim world. Do you feel that being vocal about 
such issues can have an impact on women’s rights?

Al-Saud: I hope my support to combat domestic violence will 
influence Muslim women to stand up against any act considered to be 
disrespectful or demeaning to their humanity, and to know that Islam 
has given them the right to live in dignity and in equality to men.

Knowledge@Wharton: When looking at countries such as 
Afghanistan and Pakistan, which have some of the worst conditions 
for women in the world, do you think it’s possible for Saudi women to 
provide support, and if so, in what ways?

Al-Saud: Saudi and Muslim women everywhere can support each 
other by sharing knowledge and exchanging experiences in addition 
to learning about best practices to overcome challenges.

Knowledge@Wharton: For Saudi women, are leadership roles in the 
workforce limited by society and the glass ceiling, or do many women 
prefer not to challenge laws and cultural norms that may limit what 
they can do?

Al-Saud: I believe that more Saudi women are now aware of the 
importance of their contribution to the workforce. Women should not 
be forced to work if they choose not to and [if they] prefer staying 
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home to care for their children, which I consider to be a big job in 
itself. On the other hand, women who are qualified and wish to pursue 
a career should be entitled to do so. To that end, therefore, the Ministry 
of Labor has changed many of the laws that limit employment of 
women, and the Ministry of Commerce has revised laws to encourage 
women to start their own businesses.

Knowledge@Wharton: Many of the women I have spoken to from 
Saudi Arabia talked about how 9/11 had a major impact on Saudi 
society. From your observations, what has the impact been?

Al-Saud: The tragic incident of 9/11 has affected the whole world, 
not only Saudi society. From my point of view, it proved to us that 
religion can be exploited to be both dangerous and destructive if taken 
to extremes, and if manipulated, [it] is capable of leading to fanaticism. 
For this reason, we push ourselves to take a balanced approach when 
dealing with ideological and social issues.

Knowledge@Wharton: One of the initiatives that’s been greatly 
regarded in your father’s reign has been providing scholarships so 
young men and women can pursue graduate education abroad. What 
are ways successful initiatives like this can continue to expand and 
evolve?

Al-Saud: Constructive initiatives like providing scholarships to both 
young men and women will continue and [will] evolve with the regular 
evaluation of their outcomes and assessment of their impact. It is 
worth noting that Saudi Arabia has offered scholarships on a smaller 
scale to men and women since the sixties, and the results [have been] 
very positive.

Knowledge@Wharton: Do you think initiatives such as Saudization 
[the national policy of Saudi Arabia to encourage employment of Saudi 
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nationals in the private sector] provide opportunities for women as 
well? Generally what are things about Saudization that work, and what 
are areas where it could improve and be more effective in its goals?

Al-Saud: Of course Saudization will provide more work opportunities 
to women. Saudi Arabia has about 9 million non-Saudi employees, 
mostly in the private sector. As a result, their income goes abroad, 
and the local economy doesn’t benefit from it. The positive side of 
Saudization is that it will provide jobs and reduce unemployment rates 
with regard to locals. It will also improve their skills and teach them to 
become more competent. [A potential] abuse of Saudization, however, 
is if an employer does not invest in the training of Saudi employees to 
enable them to reach high positions, or by the employees themselves 
by not working seriously to maintain their jobs as qualified staff. The 
private sector, on the other hand, carefully monitors the performance 
of its employees, and as a result has become a highly competitive 
environment that motivates Saudi employees to perform to the best of 
their ability.

Knowledge@Wharton: Are there initiatives of your father’s that you 
have been involved in?

Al-Saud: The only one of my father’s initiatives I am involved in is the 
National Family Safety Program, which deals with domestic violence. 
Another two initiatives I am not involved in but have great admiration 
for are the King Abdulaziz Center for National Dialogue and the King 
Abdullah Interfaith Dialogue Center.

Knowledge@Wharton: What are some things that you are most proud 
of in terms of his dedication to supporting women in Saudi society?

Al-Saud: I’m most proud of the support he has shown to women by 
initiating the establishment of a program to combat domestic violence, 
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as well as allowing women to be nominated to the Shura Council and 
elected to municipality boards.

Knowledge@Wharton: Many women in the West judge Saudi society 
by the fact that women aren’t driving. What do you have to say to that? 

Al-Saud: Women’s driving is not the sole indicator of progress or 
development in societies. In many countries, women can drive but face 
more challenges than Saudi women. Equal rights for education, health 
care, and job opportunities are priorities.

Knowledge@Wharton: Do you think there is more that Saudi Arabia 
can do to improve its image in regard to publicizing the opportunities 
it provides for women and the roles they play in society?

Al-Saud: To help improve Saudi Arabia’s image, it is important to pilot 
studies, conduct research, and work on media approaches, since these 
play an important role in transforming the perception of Saudi women’s 
effective participation in society in different sectors such as education, 
health, nonprofit organizations, social affairs, entrepreneurship, 
research, industry, culture, and art.

Knowledge@Wharton: What are ways that you manage to stay socially 
aware and engaged with issues that women from all parts of society face?
 
Al-Saud: Keeping in touch with colleagues and friends and regularly 
attending various social events are ways that keep me aware of different 
issues in society, in addition to following news and programs in the 
media that deal with these issues.

Knowledge@Wharton: How has SAGIA [Saudi Arabian General 
Investment Authority] in particular been impactful in improving 
opportunities for women? What other organizations stand out for you 
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as supporting women’s opportunities in business and other sectors that 
women typically don’t try to enter?

Al-Saud: SAGIA, among other governmental and nongovernmental 
organizations, has opened new opportunities to women by creating 
jobs for them, training them, exposing them to dealing with foreign 
companies, and giving them the chance to hold leading positions.

Knowledge@Wharton: Your husband is the Minister of Education. 
What do you see as the most critical role that government schools can 
play in terms of exposing and motivating students from a young age? 
Can you provide some examples of current or future initiatives?

Al-Saud: This question should be directed to my husband, so as to 
obtain an accurate answer. However, as a mother, I feel that students 
can perform better if they find themselves in a motivating environment 
that challenges their capabilities. As a parent, I highly value a well-
rounded educational program that enhances the development of the 
mind, the body, and the soul.

Knowledge@Wharton: Where do you see Saudi Arabia five, 10, and 
20 years from now in terms of women’s roles and power in society?

Al-Saud: Saudi women’s role in society has developed a great deal in 
the last 10 years, and I feel that this will continue to grow to maximize 
the positive contribution of all members of society, regardless of their 
gender, to meet the developmental needs of our country.

Knowledge@Wharton: What inspired you to take on a more public 
role advocating for women’s rights?

Al-Saud: What inspires me is the dedication of men and women in my 
society, and their hard work to make a better future for our children.
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Knowledge@Wharton: Were there particular examples in your 
upbringing and adult life that really inspired you?

Al-Saud: No particular examples, only cumulative experience, 
respectful ties developed between myself and others who share my 
values and who believe that each member of society can make a 
difference in changing the negative circumstances that hinder the 
development of our country.

Knowledge@Wharton: Are there particular issues that you’ve spoken 
to your father about that either raised his awareness on an issue or 
prompted him to support and advocate for a certain change?

Al-Saud: My father is a very good listener of any source, not only of 
family members. However, he examines opposing points of view and 
weighs opinions carefully before giving his support to any particular 
issue.

Knowledge@Wharton: What are some of the obstacles he’s faced in 
terms of advocating for participation and independence?

Al-Saud: Change is always confronted by resistance and obstacles. 
Therefore, preparing to face obstacles and planning for gradual phases 
of change will make the management and integration of change easier. 
My father does not make hasty decisions or resolutions; they are all 
carefully studied by concerned bodies and are well planned.
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Yasmine El-Mehairy:
The Entrepreneur behind Egypt’s SuperMama 
—Nafeesa Syeed

Yasmine El-Mehairy has it all backward. At least, that’s what people 
have told her. 
 Armed with a computer science degree from Ain Shams 
University in Cairo, she bagged a coveted post at IBM. Next she got 
a scholarship to obtain her master’s degree in the United Kingdom, 
and then returned home to join a regional IT giant. She left that to 
become part of a small open-source start-up that did work mostly for 
NGOs in the region. Finally, she embarked on starting SuperMama.
me, a start-up of her own. 
 “In Egypt, I would say that most parents look up to their kids 
working in a big multinational company,” she says. “So breaking 
the stereotype and saying, ‘You know what? I’ve had it. I want to do 
something that is useful, and I want to do something on my own.’” 
 As it happens, to do something on one’s own can literally turn out 
to be the case. El-Mehairy is acutely attuned to what she calls the lack 
of an ecosystem for entrepreneurs in Egypt, which has forced her to 
seek out advisers and resources to develop her business. At 30, she is 
mightily determined, and engaged, putting her all into an outlet that 
she hopes will become the go-to portal for mothers in Arab countries. 
 Around mid-2010, El-Mehairy was searching for the right idea 
that would “add value” but also be profitable. She learned that her 
sister-in-law was pregnant, and this got her thinking: Why wasn’t 
there any platform in the Arab world for mothers? In some respects, 
pressures on moms seem to be weighing more heavily nowadays than 
for previous generations. El-Mehairy says the responsibilities and 
dynamics have evolved, whether it is the growing number of activities 
children are involved with to more women working to support their 
families. “It’s just that, globally, it’s becoming more competitive and 
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more expensive to maintain your family,” she says. There were plenty 
of sites and publications out of other countries covering pregnancy, 
household management, and parenting, but nothing targeting the 
Arab context. She did research and held focus groups with friends and 
friends of friends. “We confirmed the needs and went for it,” she says. 
On top of her day job, she labored 60 hours a week honing the business 
idea. Then, in January 2011, El-Mehairy quit her job to devote herself 
full time to the venture. 
 SuperMama, in Arabic, now includes sections on the home, 
pregnancy, and parenting under the overarching tagline “Everything is 
under control.” Besides articles, there are discussion boards and time-
management tools. It’s a space for gathering and sharing, which gives it 
a community feel. El-Mehairy has drafted a squad of volunteers made 
up of doctors, bloggers, stay-at-home mothers, and others—all of whom 
produce content. (Not surprisingly, she and her partners pitch in with 
the research and writing as well.) The material is verified by experts 
and other trusted sources, she says, creating reliability. “The number 
of volunteers exceeds [expectations] every day; it grows; people are 
happy to join. They believe in the value of it. They see themselves being 
part of it,” she says. 
 The site went live in October 2011. How did she know it was time? 
“You’re never ready to launch,” says El-Mehairy, sporting jeans and a 
wraparound headscarf blocked in shades of blue and gray. She says 
they could have kept mulling over trial users’ feedback, but at some 
point, “you have to go for it.” With some 75 million internet users 
across the Arabic-speaking belt, there’s increasing market potential for 
initiatives such as hers. And with the uprisings and transformations 
in the region, she says, many people don’t trust traditional media as 
much, and are instead turning to online sources for their information. 
El-Mehairy says because such content does not exist within the Arab 
context, one of her major objectives is the “localization” of what’s out 
there, which may mean tailoring what’s available or creating new work 
that speaks to readers in the Arab world. “We face this problem, like 
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when content comes from the West,” she says. “It might be translated, 
but it’s not localized.” For instance, in Europe, children are told to take 
vitamin D to boost their immunity in the winter. But the same advice 
is not applicable to a place such as Egypt, where the warmer climate 
naturally exposes kids to vitamin D. 
 In an effort not to exclude anyone, she keeps things nonpolitical 
and nonreligious. That’s not to say the site isn’t willing to take some 
risks. In the section entitled, “Me Time,” El-Mehairy says she’s trying 
to introduce the concept that it’s okay for a mother to make time for 
herself, because she, too, is important, amid her many responsibilities. 
It may not be a priority culturally, she says, but she wants mothers not 
to feel guilty, for example, if they go out with friends. Additionally, a 
somewhat controversial article on the site’s “Daddy Darling” page took 
a look at male contraception. Readers appeared reluctant to comment 
directly on the site, but El-Mehairy says she received e-mails saying the 
subject was too strong for the region.
 Relying mostly on word of mouth and some online advertising, 
SuperMama has drawn visitors from Saudi, Kuwait, the UAE, 
Lebanon, and Jordan. “Egypt is the launching pad, but we want to go 
regional,” El-Mehairy says. Plans for the site include adding videos 
and partnering with other content sites. Beyond the virtual realm, El-
Mehairy says, they are organizing events “to bridge the gap between 
offline and online,” and are aiming to enhance their exposure outside 
of Cairo and into the rest of Egypt. As they expand, SuperMama has 
been dialoguing with investors willing to get on board.
 Even with the technical, business, and management background 
El-Mehairy gained over her years in the workforce, there was still a 
significant learning curve for her in starting her enterprise. “We were 
naïve in a number of things,” she says. She reached out to successful 
individuals in the region, including heads of companies, who helped 
fill in the gaps. She also had to find the right team, which ended up 
being two other women, one with a marketing background and the 
other a Web designer, each complementing the other’s skill set. They 
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topped several start-up and entrepreneurship competitions, which 
took them around Egypt and to Lebanon and Denmark. This gave 
them a chance to pitch their business plan and to receive guidance, 
training, and some funds. 
 El-Mehairy’s daily regimen now goes something like this: She’s up 
at 7:00 a.m. Makes tea. Then she’s at her computer fielding emails and 
rounding up articles from contributors and translators to make the 
site’s noon deadline. A couple of hours of publishing content. More 
emails. Followed by a few hours of Skype calls with investors, partners, 
or mentors. Another hour or so of emails. Maybe a break. Then it’s back 
to doing financial statements and paperwork. More emails. Maybe a 
couple of hours in the evening for herself. This carries on seven days a 
week, except for the half day she sets aside each week as her time off, to 
hit the gym or see friends.
 “It’s a long and difficult road,” says El-Mehairy, who has expended 
her savings building her company. She quips that her family is lazy at 
keeping track of the site, but she credits them with always supporting 
her in being a strong person. This is reflected in the ambitious business 
owner she is today. She didn’t have to look far for a role model, either 
for herself or for those she seeks to help. “For me, my mom is the 
supermama of all times,” she says. “She’s a professor of medicine at a 
university, and she took the difficult decision of not practicing medicine 
and just teaching, in order to give enough time for her family.” As 
a working woman, El-Mehairy’s mother is “a perfect cook, she’s the 
perfect hostess, she is the perfect housewife—she is just perfect. So she 
is the supermama we all aspire to be.”
 As yet, the founder of SuperMama is not a mother; nor is she 
married. Looming societal pressures and expectations, especially 
around marriage, can dent the resolve of even the most resolute 
achievers. El-Mehairy fends off skeptics who devalue her or her work 
because she hasn’t become a wife or given birth so far. “It was difficult 
at first,” she says. But she stays committed to the service she’s providing 
and gains strength from the encouraging feedback she receives. “You 
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know, just take it off your mind and move on. Otherwise, it really 
gets depressing. I mean, especially in the business wherein we’re 
empowering mothers. If I let marriage get to me, really, I wouldn’t 
be able to provide the information, would I?” She has her nephew, 
and many of her friends have had babies since she launched her site. 
The content, of course, has deepened her knowledge of all things 
mothering, making her well-prepared when the time does arrive. 
 In going against the professional grain, El-Mehairy describes 
herself not as fearless, but rather as bold. When it comes to being an 
entrepreneur, being bold encompasses doggedly pursuing mentorship 
to be directed to the next level. “Look for advice from someone who 
has done it before; there’s no shame in asking for advice,” she says. “And 
there’s nothing wrong if somebody will say, ‘I’m too busy.’… Like you 
If you go and ask someone for something, be prepared [for rejection], 
and don’t let the ‘no’ discourage you.” Flexibility is equally important. 
Initially, El-Mehairy, a technology lover, was bent on creating a mobile 
application. “I was hung up on the IT.… Had I been stuck on that and 
not open to change and not to open market demand, where would I be 
now?” she says. 
 For El-Mehairy, the start-up experience shed light on the absence 
of an entrepreneurial ecosystem in Egypt. She and other young 
entrepreneurs are trying to cultivate such a network, and she hopes to 
share the lessons she’s learned with the next lot. El-Mehairy considers 
herself lucky to have connected with willing, top-notch mentors. “Is 
this accessible to everyone else?” she says. “I have that access, I have 
that privilege, but others don’t, right?” That is what makes creating 
mechanisms to support entrepreneurs all the more essential. Other 
remaining challenges persist for start-ups, she says, including attracting 
the right talent when a small company can’t offer the same guarantees 
and opportunities that more established outfits do. 
 If El-Mehairy is carving her path backward, then she is doing 
so at full throttle. There’s no time to pause, take a breather, remind 
yourself of the big picture, or that there’s light at the end of the tunnel. 
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“I think, ‘If I stop, I won’t be able to pick up again,’” she says. She senses 
she’s headed in the right direction, but probably she’ll fall short of 
her personal standard of perfection. Despite the ups and downs, she 
advocates the uncertain entrepreneurial course. “I think you need to 
be aware of the dangers but decide to go for it nevertheless.” And with 
so much change unfolding at different levels in the region, she wonders 
if there will be shifts in traditional ways of thinking about professions, 
careers, and related opportunities. 
 In the signature field of her email, El-Mehairy plugs her ultimate 
aspiration: “Soon to Be the #1 Website for Women in MENA!” Hers is 
an optimism that engenders action. 
 In a call with one of her mentors, they talked budgets and money.
“After this date, what do we do? There’s no money. What do we do? 
Do we wrap up and go, and leave it?” the mentor asked. “It is not an 
option,” El-Mehairy replied. “So, regardless of what’s happening, we’re 
going to keep on trying until the last breath.”
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Heidi Belal: An Egyptian Entrepreneur’s 
Mix of Computers and Cookies 
—Nafeesa Syeed

Heidi Belal has tried out all sorts of tactics to keep her life 
ordered. A recent method entails using a weekly organizer 
with different colors assigned to each of her responsibilities, 

pertaining to herself, her two daughters, and her work. 
 “I think I am just addicted to multitasking,” the 33-year-old Belal 
says. “I can’t get things done unless I have a lot to do.” 
 This might help explain how Belal has survived as a serial 
entrepreneur in Egypt, having cofounded the Web development 
firm Code-Corner and then the baked goods producer Cookies ‘n 
More. The disparate enterprises make use of her varied expertise and 
interests, and by extension, satisfy her penchant for staying chronically 
busy. She’s watched the tech provider industry boom and bust and 
then pick up again, while working to maintain her midsize company’s 
competitiveness. At the same time, she’s seen the specialty foods market 
evolve, from a few folks knowing what a chocolate chip cookie was to 
trendy cafés and cupcake shops lining chic neighborhoods in Cairo. 
Besides providing tasty offerings, she also focuses on healthy options, 
the kind of stuff she’d be comfortable serving her own family. Sometimes 
she questions whether she’s taking on too much, but there’s pride in her 
toil and its worthwhile outcomes for others in a rough economic climate.
 In 2001, Belal’s employer, an American web development company 
with a branch in Cairo, shut down. Jobless, the computer science 
graduate began working independently. As things picked up, she and 
her husband decided to start their own company, procuring work to 
develop websites through word of mouth. Ultimately, her husband 
left his job at IBM. Sitting at home on their laptops, they built Code-
Corner. “We worked day and night,” while caring for their newborn 
daughter, Belal says. “Sometimes I’d be nursing her in my arms and I’d 
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be typing out an email. I’d put her to sleep and then finish the rest of 
the work, and it was like any minute I could grab, while she was busy 
asleep or entertained, that I could actually get some work done.” Other 
times, she’d be cooking and speaking to a client on the phone, shuffling 
between the stovetop and her laptop. As a husband-wife team, she says, 
the two have learned to keep business and household affairs separate in 
their nearly dozen-year marriage. 
 When they made the transition from being freelancers to an 
official company, their prices went up, because they had to add in taxes 
and other costs. When clients questioned the higher prices, “we had to 
really, like, sell ourselves, for them to be encouraged to stay with us and 
continue,” Belal says. Another difficulty came in the form of finding 
suitable staffers. Belal describes an arduous interviewing and hiring 
process. “It’s hard to find somebody that would work with you with 
the same mentality and give you the work that you want and have his 
heart in the job.” Code-Corner focuses on web applications, custom-
made software, security solutions, and consultation services. It has 
developed its own content management system and has an office with 
several employees. Belal serves as the project manager; clients are her 
territory. With her understated and amiable air, she connects well with 
them. The company’s portfolio includes schools, NGOs, corporations, 
and individuals. 
 In the early days, Belal says, they had to educate businesses on 
the need to have a website. But awareness of maintaining an online 
presence has caught on to such an extent that now, she says, people 
will create a Facebook page or a webpage even before they establish 
a formal company. In addition, while many Web developers died 
out after the dot-com boom, another generation of companies has 
emerged. Belal says those outfits are more graphics-oriented, offering 
plug-and-play types of websites, such as connecting social media tools 
to sites. But Belal says such firms lack the technical expertise of Code-
Corner, and she notes her husband’s background in installing servers 
and setting up environments and architectures. Their competitors, 
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whose numbers, Belal attests, are many, merely create websites and 
host them elsewhere, whereas Code-Corner offers services such 
as building servers and providing long-term support. She says it’s 
not just about content on the website; clients must understand the 
importance of having a database in the back end. Moreover, she says, 
because her company has its own content management system, it 
doesn’t rely on free content management system (CMS) outlets such 
as Joomla! or Drupal, as other developers might. If they need to add 
extra functionality to a client’s site, she says, they have the knowledge 
in-house. Having their own CMS also allows them to keep their prices 
at mid-range, if not slightly lower. And being a small company, they’re 
more attentive toward clients. “It’s a more personal relationship, rather 
than a business one,” she says. 
 Growing up, Belal watched her father open several small businesses 
and enterprises. “I think that’s where I get it from,” she says. “I always 
have these ideas … like we should open this business, we should do 
this.” That might explain how, in the midst of establishing Code-
Corner, she brought out her next venture. As a child, Belal’s American 
mother always involved her and her older sister in baking cookies 
and sweets, and during trips to visit relatives in the United States, she 
became further acquainted with baked delights, especially chocolate 
chip cookies. In her short-lived initial job, she often made cookies 
and took them to the office. A coworker always raved about how good 
her cookies were and suggested she sell them. Later, Belal met a party 
planner who said a client wanted 200 cupcakes with pink frosting for 
a birthday. Over the course of a couple of days, Belal tested cupcake 
recipes, frustrated that the mixture wouldn’t rise, until she finally got it 
right. Soon enough, other orders trickled in, and she called her sister, 
who is a teacher. “And then we sat down and thought, you know, what 
shall we name it? And what shall we offer? What are the products we 
offer? And it just grew from there,” Belal says. 
 In 2006, they launched their enterprise as Cookies ‘n More. They 
attended bazaars and carnivals and handed out flyers to get their name 
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out, although word of mouth built the bulk of their reputation. From 
receiving one to two orders every couple of weeks, they escalated to 
some 10 orders a week, which included providing desserts by the 
dozen for special events and supplying cafés with their products. Their 
customers are generally mothers between ages 25 and 35. The company 
offers delivery or pickup around Cairo. At first, Belal balanced the 
baking with her Code-Corner duties, with both enterprises based out 
of her house. On the upper floor, she and her husband sat next to each 
other, working on their computers. “And sometimes I’d tell him, ‘I just 
have to check what’s in the oven,’” she says, and “I’d run downstairs, 
check the oven, and come back up.” 
 They have since rented a workspace, where they’ve installed 
a kitchen for their operations; hired an administrator to handle the 
orders and accounting; and brought in a couple of workers to do 
the baking. Neither Belal nor her sister is a chef or a trained cook, 
so Belal spends her time researching, experimenting, and developing 
new recipes—and teaching them to her staff. Friends and family serve 
as tasters. Because she doesn’t want to import ingredients, which can 
be expensive, she adapts recipes from the United States and abroad to 
fit the Egyptian context. For instance, she uses sugar and molasses in 
place of brown sugar. The exception is chocolate chips, which she gets 
from abroad. “We just don’t have them here,” she says. 
 Belal says that when she was young most people didn’t know what 
a chocolate chip cookie was. Since then, there’s more penetration of 
foreign products, and huge demand has risen around areas such as 
themed birthday cakes. “When we first started, it was very few people 
who actually did this kind of stuff,” she says. “And then, like, a few 
years into it, you’d find all these home-baking pages on Facebook.” 
Add to that boutique baking outlets, such as the global cupcake shop 
phenomenon that has taken root from Cairo to Dubai. But Belal sees 
Cookies ‘n More as having an edge: From apple walnut to gingersnap 
cookies, to red velvet and carrot cakes, to muffins, zucchini loaf, 
and olive basil bread, the company’s menu drives home the fact that 
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everything is baked from scratch, with natural ingredients, fruits and 
vegetables, and minus the chemicals and cake improvers that make 
desserts rise. “We kind of market ourselves as a healthier treat,” Belal 
says. “It differentiates us from the rest of the people. It’s something that 
I would eat, it’s something that I would feed my kids, and that is very 
important to me. Like, I don’t want to make something that I am not 
convinced of and feed it to other people.” The company’s products are 
also made fresh, on the same day, and its delivery service is a selling 
point, Belal says. It also cooks up gluten-free, vegan, and low-calorie 
options. Belal says a gym first approached them with a recipe to make 
a breakfast cookie for its clients, and from there Cookies ‘n More 
expanded into the specialty diet realm. 
 Recalling the origins of Cookies ‘n More, Belal says the two sisters’ 
initial investment to purchase ingredients was all of 300 Egyptian 
pounds (EGP). Any profit was then reinvested into the business, so 
that they wouldn’t have to pinch from their household or personal 
coffers. Starting small was a smart move. “A lot of companies invest 
in [their] office and nice furniture and a nice sign, and then they don’t 
have enough to pay for the rest of it to continue, to sustain,” Belal says. 
“I think that my advice would be the most minimal investment you 
can put into it, and then see how it goes from there and then ... reinvest 
into the business.” They have saved up and now have a good sum of 
money in the bank, she says. 
 Nowadays, Belal devotes her days to Code-Corner and Cookies 
‘n More, looking to where she next wants to take the enterprises. 
There was some crossover when Code-Corner created the Cookies 
‘n More website, where customers can place and keep track of their 
orders. From her experience with both companies, she’s gained insight 
on being a leader and a member of a team. “I hate being tough and 
horrible on people. So, I like my employees, or whoever is going to 
work with me, to really have his heart in it and really want to do it. 
I don’t want to sit there and criticize everything he does, and I feel 
really bad if I’m doing that,” she says. Plus, the criticism won’t make 
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a difference. “I think praise is very important,” Belal explains. “I don’t 
like having the differentiation in categories like I am the manager and 
you are the sub. See, I just like them to respect that there are things that 
need to get done, and they have to get done. If I ask them to get it done, 
they should get it done.”
 Some days there are struggles. A bottleneck forms when the 
company’s single convection oven is full while the staff is attempting 
to meet orders. Some seasons, such as the summer and Ramadan, 
are slow with cookie orders, and right after the 2011 revolution, not 
as many people placed orders. The company also has to reckon with 
growing web development competition. 
 At a personal level, Belal can be self-critical, thinking about how 
others do so much more than she, how she should do better. There are 
some products she wants to improve, and areas where she wants to 
expand. Also, she’s always felt a mother should stay at home with her 
children. It leaves her wondering which is the right way: hers or that of 
mothers who have regular day jobs, where work and home are distinct 
domains. She says she’s not really a go-getter. Instead, her work fell in 
her lap. But then here she is, exercising both sides of her brain in vastly 
unique arenas. And despite uncertainties in Egypt’s postrevolutionary 
economy, she envisions opportunity. 
 “I feel very proud. When I was younger ... one of the things that 
I felt like I would want to be was one of the big businesswomen. You 
know, this person who people can say, ‘Heidi did this’ or ‘Heidi did 
something.’ Just have people know my name and that I have done 
something worthwhile,” she says. “Especially with Cookies ‘n More, 
I am happy that I can employ people and provide them with a job, 
because people have a hard time finding jobs. And several times, 
throughout this year especially, we thought, ‘This is not really worth it,’ 
you know. But the thing that really pushed me on was that now these 
people are getting a salary from me, what are they going to do if we 
close down?”
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Hanan Abdel Meguid: Choosing Personal 
Happiness and Career Success 
—Nafeesa Syeed

A small caricature painted on glass hanging in Hanan Abdel Meguid’s 
office features her garbed as a superhero, riding a surfboard above a 
big wave, her voluminous locks billowing out. Over two decades, Abdel 
Meguid has lived out this spunky spirit as a tech entrepreneur in Egypt. 
She has founded several high-performing firms and serves as CEO of the 
Cairo-based OTVentures, where she oversees 700 employees working in 
online and mobile technologies. A subsidiary of Orascom Telecom, the 
company boasts exclusive partnerships with MSN, Facebook, and more 
than 90 content providers, and has offices around the Middle East, North 
Africa, South Asia, and North America. Abdel Meguid previously was 
chief solution officer at LINKdotNET, one of the largest Internet service 
providers in the region, and CEO of its spinoff software development 
outfit, LINK Development. 
 At the opposite side of her office, a blue mural covers the wall. 
Interspersed are some 30 photos, such as one of Abdel Meguid and her 
team standing on a boat in the Nile, arms raised skyward, as well as 
sayings lifted from her blog (“iHope ... I am an optimist” / “Fueled by 
Appetite.”) At 41, she looks you straight in the eye through her rectangular-
framed glasses, smiling often. Growing up as one of four sisters, she had 
“no clue” about computers, until college. She funded her first company 
with some 25,000 Egyptian pounds, an amount generated from years of 
saving up monetary gifts from family since childhood, a habit encouraged 
by her father, whose investment in her initial venture came in the form 
of a computer. She doesn’t have a bossy exterior, but possesses a measure 
of intellectual curiosity, a strong work ethic, and energy. Now mother 
of a son and daughter, she explores with Knowledge@Wharton her 
early years, resiliency, leadership, and entrepreneurship. She’s involved 
in programs to encourage entrepreneurship, but notes the difficulties in 
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creating companies and says more investment in technology is needed 
outside cities. Still, she forecasts that those creating their own enterprises 
will be the ones wearing the cape, coming to the rescue. 

An edited transcript of the conversation follows. 

Knowledge@Wharton: How would you describe your upbringing?

Hanan Abdel Meguid: In the Middle East everybody kind of feels that 
the big day for any woman is the day she gets married. To my parents, 
the big day for me was the day I graduated. The household that I grew 
up in put a lot of emphasis on education, on reading, on this being 
the top priority in life. Sometimes, during my childhood, I found that 
a bit tough, that my parents were a bit tougher than other parents. If 
I woke up and I had a cold or something—no, I had to go to school. 
But I appreciate this a lot now, because this is kind of what I’m doing, 
because when I wake up every day, there is no easy excuse for me not 
to do the work.

Knowledge@Wharton: You were just out of college when you started 
your first company. When did you know you wanted to start your own 
venture? 

Abdel Meguid: The moment, when I realized that I will do this, was 
a very strange moment. I always remember it very clearly, when I was 
playing squash with a friend. It was our graduation year, and we were 
discussing the future and what does it hold. 
 During my academic years, actually, I grew to love technology. I’m 
a computer science major, and the fact that you can create things and 
make value out of no value—that’s something that’s fascinated me to a 
very large extent.
 In the graduation year, we had our graduation project and we used 
to spend tons of time in the labs creating it, with a lot excitement, and 
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this was something that I did not want to lose. And out there in the 
market there were very few exciting companies that offered software 
development or that had this kind of culture.
 So, for me, it was during this discussion with my friend, with 
whom I started the first company. “Okay, we’re very excited and we 
love what we do. And it will all go away when we go out and work; 
maybe we will work in sales, in marketing and in other things.” So we 
said, “Why not do our own?” So it kind of sounded like a very logical 
choice. For others, it sounded like a very weird choice.

Knowledge@Wharton: In that early period, what were some of the 
hurdles that cropped up and how did you push past them? 

Abdel Meguid: The first challenge is to get people to believe that we’re 
serious and we’re worthy of their trust when we started the business. 
You know, you go to these meetings and we looked extremely young.
 I think the starting point was for people to take us seriously. And 
actually, I personally saw it working to our advantage, because the 
minute we started to talk—we used to prepare a lot for our meetings 
and know a lot of how can we add value—people at the end of the 
meeting are kind of in awe: “How can you be so young and can give 
us this kind of useful information?” Of course it did not work in all 
cases; we had to knock on a lot of doors, and we graduated from the 
American University in Cairo, so we were kind of like—I don’t know 
how to say that, but we were kind of a bit spoiled, in my book. And 
this is what I see sometimes as the barrier when you work; you have to 
work with everybody and you have to respect everybody.
 Sometimes—and this is the mistake of a lot of youngsters: they 
rank people. For example, if you go to someone who works in the 
government and you start treating him with a bit of arrogance and 
talking as if you know more than he knows, while in reality he knows 
more. We approached the people with a lot of humility, because—
again, in my belief, and this is something that I live by day in and day 
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out—that technology coupled with the human expertise can get you 
amazing solutions.
 So technology on its own is not the solution. So sometimes the 
problem with some technical people or some computer scientists is that 
they feel they can solve the problems of the world without mingling or 
understanding the world. … We tried, at all times, to approach the 
people with respect, and sometimes it works and sometimes it did not. 
But we were very persistent. 

Knowledge@Wharton: Over the years, was there ever a setback that 
you had to deal with while your ventures grew in scale? 

Abdel Meguid: Actually my first company, it was a success and then it 
was a failure. Because it was a success, we won a lot of local contracts, 
and our dream was to outsource to the U.S., and we merged with another 
company. We merged without fixing our papers, and then two of our 
partners ended up kind of taking the company and the big contracts. 
When success comes, sometimes people behave in an unexpected way. 
So the big disappointment is that money changes people sometimes. 
And you should always have your papers and every agreement. It makes 
for a smoother life, and it preserves relationships, I think, because 
you learn that people always have their way of translating reality to 
their advantage. So it was a very big disappointment, because the first 
company, it was practically stolen from me.
 I could not work again for six months, because, you know, you’re 
psychologically very down. And something also that I’ve learned from 
this disappointment was to manage myself in a better way. Because 
when you give too much of your time, emotions, everything, and you 
kind of waste yourself in something, when it’s taken away—and guess 
what, there is always a chance that it is taken away—you are totally 
kind of wasted and devastated, and this is not a good state to be in.
 I think this first experience taught me that people change in life 
and in work; it’s not about emotions; it’s about numbers and what 
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makes sense. Even if I approach it with a lot of passion, I approach it 
with a lot of passion knowing that it will one day end or change.

Knowledge@Wharton: This would have been around the mid-1990s. 
How did you bounce back? 

Abdel Meguid: I took some time off, because I think my biggest thing 
is not that I lost my company; it’s that the hit came from a very close 
partner and friend, and the shock that money can change people to 
that extent. … In the six months that I took off, it helped me mature my 
thinking and take a lot of decisions regarding how I [would] approach 
work afterward. 
 And actually, the thing is I did not go back to private work; I went 
to work with the government. Before I traveled for this trip, where I 
had my reflections, I met a very nice guy in the government who was 
working part time in the decision and support center for the prime 
minister’s cabinet, and they were doing something that is very strange. 
They had access to the internet—they were the only place in Egypt 
that had access to the internet—so he was showing me things, and it 
was my curiosity that got me back. So when I came back from my trip, 
I found a lot of phone calls from him: “You have to come and work.” 
So I went and I said, ‘Why not? I have nothing to do. I’ll retire in the 
government for a while.’ And this was kind of the best decision that I’ve 
ever made, because I got the exposure to the internet, and I was lucky 
because this was a very kind of exclusive group, working on unique 
projects.

Knowledge@Wharton: There’s an upbeat ambience at your office. 
How do you cultivate a work culture that’s cohesive and where people 
feel like they want to be here? How do you lead others?

Abdel Meguid: I believe that engagement is the most powerful tool in 
leadership.
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 Engagement starts with having open communication around 
everything. For example, in my company, I meet every week for three 
hours with all the senior members of my company, where we share 
the overall numbers across the overall big projects that we’re working 
on: what is being cooked, the failures, the successes. So you engage 
the problems that you have, and actually, one of the great things when 
you sometimes share problems with people that are not related to 
these problems, sometimes they get so creative. You get all kinds of 
creativity and innovation. So the engagement is starting off by sharing 
openly all the facts and the strategy and the issues and the areas of 
improvements that we need to have. So, engagement is extremely big. 
It’s not “command and control” by any means.
 I think this has always been my kind of leadership style. I don’t give 
the aggressive front. So, sometimes when I take very tough decisions, 
people are very greatly surprised. For example, if I need to change the 
structure of the business or take a radical approach toward a certain 
leader in this space, and when I reach the right decision, I don’t have 
a problem at all implementing, even if it’s very tough. And this is 
sometimes surprising for a lot of people. Because I give off a softer 
interface.

Knowledge@Wharton: What do you tell up-and-coming entrepreneurs?

Abdel Meguid: Focus on what you really need to build. This is the 
essence. 
 Focus on your product, focus on your passion, focus on the idea 
that you want to develop, and everything else will come. Honestly, 
everything else will come. I am a big believer that it will be tough; it 
needs a lot of perseverance. There is a big advantage also that I have to 
mention: that we are much more open, we did not back then have the 
internet. Actually, I go to university graduation project presentations, 
and I found the guys, not only that they finish the project, [but] they 
finished the project and there are people in the States and Europe 
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using it, and they have all kinds of feedback on it. So you start with an 
accelerator, because the world is much, much more open. Ten years or 
so ago, people were talking about globalization. It is happening. You 
have a company in Alexandria doing an app that made tons of success 
across the world, so the mobile revolution and all the marketplace is 
open, and you don’t need people in the middle. All you need is the 
really good idea and good execution, and the world is yours.

Knowledge@Wharton: What sectors of technology have potential in 
Egypt or the region? How can that innovation be facilitated?

Abdel Meguid: I am hoping that we take this to the areas of health 
and education. Technology can present a big vehicle for quality-of-life 
improvement. I participated in the e-government project in Egypt. 
And for me, it was kind of a dream to see this come true. And I still 
believe that this is our vehicle for improving the quality of life, because, 
again, as a country, we don’t have a lot of cash, we don’t have a lot of 
resources, so we need a lot of creativity. So that whatever resources we 
have, if we have good teachers, we want to make their efforts go to as 
much as needed across the country. If we have health resources and 
investments, we need to make sure that it spreads. So if we have some 
information and a bit of projects, we need to make sure that it goes to 
the best people out there in the universities. I believe that technology 
is not, for us, another fluff or luxury; it’s an essential creative tool, so 
that we use the scarcity of our resources to maximize our potential. 
And I am sure that this will happen, because I see [that] the youth in 
the country are just amazing.
 I think we lack the funding, and this is something that is, again, 
like I say, it’s going to improve with the presence of a big market, and 
with the stability that we will witness, hopefully. Nowadays we find a 
lot of people who I call the “human bridges” with the West, because 
it is more than money. You find a lot of Egyptians, a lot of Arabs, that 
are working abroad, and with the opportunity that exists currently in 
the Middle East, you find them come exchange and invest and work 
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with youngsters. And this is a very big opportunity, because if you have 
these human bridges, you by default enjoy a lot of access to expertise. 
The internet made it much, much easier to access the knowledge and 
to access the know-how, and again, like I said, we need a lot of maturity 
in the ecosystem for us to learn. But it’s happening, and I’m optimistic 
that it is going to happen.

Knowledge@Wharton: In this evolving post-revolution climate, 
where do you see OTVentures headed? What does it mean to you to be 
an Egyptian brand?

Abdel Meguid: We intend to leverage the regional reach that we have 
and to leverage the online and mobile reach that we have within our 
countries, to act as kind of the launching pad of the local innovation 
that we have across not only Egypt, but across the Arab countries that 
we operate in. And also, we like to position ourselves as the gateway for 
international companies that want to operate across the Middle East, 
because our region is a very interesting region, but it’s fragmented, so 
for you to have any decent operation, you have to operate in several 
countries and with different conditions. 
 We work a lot with—this is a part of my personal joy—local smaller 
companies that have great ideas. What made me start my company 
is I’m always infatuated with the concept that you have all these big 
international companies that [have] stood the test of time for years and 
years, and you don’t have a lot of local companies that have, and that’s 
why I’m a very proud member of an Egyptian company with Egyptian 
people and Egyptian money, and this is for me—it even makes my 
pride even bigger, and I always tell people, “Okay, we are a showcase, 
and it’s a very clear example that it can be done, so, I’m sure that you’ll 
do an even a greater job than us, and that’s for sure.”

Knowledge@Wharton: You have said that entrepreneurs will serve as 
“saviors.” What do you mean by this, and how is this going to help?
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Abdel Meguid: Let’s face it, we have the bureaucracy of the government 
that will never change. I can safely say that you cannot count on 
the government to move you forward. You have to count on the 
entrepreneurship and ecosystem that will exist to move you forward if 
you want to do anything. And I know that even in the big companies, a 
lot of them have lost a lot of money, a lot of momentum.
 So entrepreneurship is going to push a lot of people as a way to 
create your own future, and I see this happening. A lot of the newly 
graduated people, out of even the need—because there are not a lot 
of available jobs—they just go out and they have a lot of energy and 
passion, and they’re channeling it into these new ventures, so I think 
something great will come out of this.
 When the door is closed, you know that you have to get out and do 
something, so I think this will play to the advantage of entrepreneurship.

Knowledge@Wharton: You’ve had this long, flourishing, demanding 
career alongside caring for your family. How do you maintain or 
balance the various facets of your life?

Abdel Meguid: You have two kinds of people. 
 One, who are always trying to strike a balance—and I say there is 
no balance; there is a choice. That is my way of approaching it.
 The second type of ladies that I have seen is the ladies that kind 
of live in denial. “I don’t have dual responsibility. No, he has to help 
me. We both have a job,” etc. And both types, I think, end up very 
destructive, because in my book, we as humans need to have the balance 
and the appreciation both at home and at work; you need to live a good 
life. You don’t need the feeling that your work is cannibalizing your 
personal life and then … you are unable to pursue a career. I think 
these are kind of two destructive feelings. They need to coexist in love: 
the work and the personal aspect. And for you to do that, you have to 
kind of recognize, acknowledge, your dual responsibilities. 
 In our part of the world, maybe it’s different somewhere else, but 
you have to make sure that the house is clean. You have to make sure 
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that there is food. You have make sure that your kids are learning, and 
their details are settled. He will help, but it is your core kind of thing.

Knowledge@Wharton: Well, how is that different from striking a 
balance? 

Abdel Meguid: Because striking a balance, in my book, means that 
you want to be able to do everything. While the reality is you will not 
be able to do everything. Striking a balance means “I want to be very 
social. And I want to see my friends, and I want to see my family. And 
I want to do that.” So, for me, this is the kind of balance that a lot 
of people are seeking, while it’s never going to happen. It’s a choice, 
and you set your priority. Like I always say, I set my priority on my 
husband, my kids, my immediate family, mother, father, and sisters. 
And I don’t torment myself on my ability to be really social in any 
different way. So I am very strict in the kind of social gathering that I 
go [to] and the friends’ gathering that I go to, and I tell everybody, “I 
love people and this is sometimes difficult, but I know that I have to 
make choices.” So you have to clear your priorities and be very strict 
about them, and not try to kind of have a balance overrule “I am going 
[to] do everything at the same time.”

Knowledge@Wharton: How does your husband deal with your being 
very successful in your career?

Abdel Meguid: Actually, like I always say, when I knew him in the 
university, he used to say, “I’ll never marry a woman who works.” I 
always tell him, “God punished you.”
 How did he deal with it? I think because he loves me. He loves the 
things that I love, and I love the things that he loves. He works in a 
totally different field. And he talks about his passion, and I talk about 
my passion. I think one of the great things that we have is that before 
we found love, we found friendship; we were friends. And I don’t 
know, it went incrementally, it was not planned, but he was always a 
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great support, and it was not easy on him. And again, I recognized the 
dual responsibility and the fact that you are a woman, not a man.
 I have to admit, I’m not a feminist, okay? I don’t believe that men 
and women are exactly the same. I believe they are equal in rights and 
equal in potential, but they are not exactly the same. I have to make 
sure—this is one of the tricks you learn—it matters for him that I am 
fresh, that I take care of myself. There are some things if I do, I’m safe. If 
you take care of certain things; otherwise, if you don’t, he starts having 
this discussion: “Hanan, I think your work is affecting our life.” And I 
make sure that we have our very special kind of trips and moments, so 
we kind of take an overdose and then go live a normal life.

Knowledge@Wharton: Your choices seem to have worked well for you. 

Abdel Meguid: Well, I think the trick is you relax with yourself.
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Leila Belkhira Jaber: 
A CEO Carries on the Business 
Her Late Brother Founded
—Nafeesa Syeed

The framed photo of a clean-shaven, lanky young man dressed 
in a dark suit hangs in the hallway. There it is again, inside 
his sister’s office, affixed high against the wall. And again, 

propped atop her filing cabinet. 
 The man in the photos, Karim Belkhiria, was the founder of Netway 
BSB. After he died of cancer, his sister Leila Belkhiria Jaber became the 
president and CEO of the Tunis-based company. Jaber was already 
an entrepreneur in her own right, having been a pioneer in website 
development for Tunisian companies in the early days of the internet, 
through her company Stelfair Tunisia. Stelfair was a mark of her ability 
to stand on her own, without relying on the network of firms that her 
Belkhiria side of the family ran, and still runs, under the umbrella BSB 
Group. But upon her brother’s passing, a sense of duty tugged at her. In a 
state of mourning and having spent her career striking an independent 
path, she reluctantly joined the family operation. She has since not only 
settled into the position, but also sustained Netway’s success in the 
sector of highly specialized integrated technology solutions—a feat for 
which she derives much meaning, in memory of her brother.
 “He is my guide,” she says. “Because this firm is still here, it is as if 
he is not gone.”
 Jaber has a weakness for technology. She went to business school, 
and afterward worked at an outfit that managed communications for 
major companies. Then, in 1996, when the internet debuted in Tunisia, 
she says it was like “love at first sight.” She and her husband headed to 
Italy for a six-month training course on the internet. They returned 
to Tunisia and, with one computer, founded Stelfair Tunisia to make 
websites for companies. “We were amongst the first to do so,” she says. 
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They picked up a diverse client portfolio, and their web portal served 
as a “virtual fair,” where they grouped businesses by sector, creating a 
one-stop site for consumers to find companies within Tunisia. Their 
lists range from textiles and commerce to tourism and culture. This 
upped the visibility for companies that were just establishing their 
online presence. 
 In those early times, however, Jaber recalls the doubt people cast 
on the internet. When she would discuss cyberspace with this Arabic- 
and French-speaking population, she says, it was as though she were 
speaking Chinese. “It was a new channel of communication, so it was 
very difficult,” she says. “Tunisians did not really believe in internet 
tools as a means for communication.” She and her husband were told it 
was a losing venture. But she considered it pregnant with potential. 
 “When I and my husband discovered the internet, we understood 
that it was the chance for developing countries like Tunisia to attain 
the same level as other countries,” she says. That meant access to 
information and no need to travel to far-off places like the United States 
or Europe for knowledge or clients. “Now, with the internet, all has 
become accessible. That is to say, you can have access to information; 
promote one’s product without moving.” Previously, only companies 
that could afford expensive foreign travel had such reach. 
 Jaber and her husband had to start from zero with businesses. “We 
were transformed into trainers, explaining to them what the internet 
was, what the use of having a website was, what was the use of investing 
in a website,” she says. “People invested and preferred to go abroad, 
participating in workshops, spending money, but they did not want to 
allocate a little budget for a website, though that was very useful.” 
 In an era that now feels eons ago but was in fact less than 20 years 
ago, Jaber also faced problems securing the initial capital for founding 
Stelfair. As part of her lifelong quest for autonomy, she didn’t want 
to turn to her family for financial help. When she made proposals to 
banks in Tunisia with the idea of a web-based business, the intangible 
nature of it all made them incredulous. “The bank did not believe in 
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this project,” she says. For them, an initiative with raw material (say, a 
factory) made business sense, she says, but a service, a website, didn’t 
give them a guarantee on their investment. Eventually, around the 
years 2000 and 2001, she says, the government became aware of the 
internet’s utility and started to encourage people to invest.
 As part of the convincing process, Jaber gave clients free websites 
to show them the internet’s impact. She targeted leaders in each sector, 
and they grew to more than 300 clients. That initial disbelief has been 
replaced, of course, with mass internet penetration and websites being 
a staple for companies. Others went on to mimic the Stelfair Tunisia 
model, but Jaber says because they were the first, they remain at the 
top. As trying as that time may have been, she and her husband stuck 
with it, she says, because of the thrill. 
 “We did not have children, so we were adventurers. We did not care 
in the beginning; we did not have money. We worked, and a little was 
sufficient,” she says. “All that is new excites me. All that is adventurous 
excites me. It’s not only the internet; now we have new technology, 
more developed than the internet.”
 Jaber is seated at her desk, a painting of a sailboat hanging on the 
wall behind her. Dressed in a black sweater and skirt, she flips through 
catalogues featuring large machines and booklets of printed meal 
tickets. Netway offers an array of integrated solutions, from providing 
equipment and software to lending technical support to businesses. 
This includes desktop and electronic publishing services, mass-mailing 
machines, ATMs, and inventory and asset management solutions.
 Among the brands the company represents in Tunisia are Toshiba, 
Bowe, and RICO, in areas such as high-volume printing and automated 
paper enveloping and bar coding. For instance, for their client Tunisie 
Telecom, Netway prints bills funneled through a database on a server; 
the bills are then put into envelopes and mailed out, all by machine. 
From start to finish, the company is responsible for carrying out that 
specific service and the technical maintenance. And for products 
that they don’t represent, such as Hewlett Packard servers, they help 
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negotiate prices for their clients to obtain those goods. Other clients 
include Sodexo, oil companies, and banks.
 The technology lover says she keeps up with these extremely 
specialized fields by learning from engineers at the company, noting 
that they are younger than she. (“What I always say to my team: Never 
say, ‘I know it all.’”) She keeps innovation integral to her enterprise. “I 
am always trying to look for experimental products,” she says. She’s 
introduced new items such as biometric identification tools that allow 
users to make remote payments or access databases to perform distant 
financial operations. 
 Being in this spot was not something Jaber sought. “I did not want 
it in the beginning, because I had been doing very well in my [own] 
company,” she says. “And I was free”—that is, free from the obligations 
of being part of the Belkhiria family business. Meanwhile, her brother 
Karim had followed the typical course for young men in his family. 
After studying in Canada, he worked at the BSB Group headquarters 
and came up with the idea for Netway BSB. Jaber, both of whose parents 
belong to the Belkhiria family, says that’s how the system operated: The 
family sent the boys abroad; they returned and worked in the family 
operations; then, after proving their competency, those sons who came 
up with a venture received guidance and investment in it. Over time, 
each son would redeem shares in the enterprise he started.
 But then, Karim became sick. After battling cancer, he died at age 
36. The shaken family’s “council of wise men,” which makes decisions 
for the businesses, convened, and concluded that they needed a leader 
from within the family who had IT expertise. The only person who 
fit that description was Jaber. With no other choice, they selected her. 
When approached, still grieving, she declined. “I did not want it. It 
was like taking the place of my brother; it was very difficult,” she says. 
“Then they said, ‘If you don’t want that, the firm will be closed, because 
we do not want an outsider. We do not care. Money can go.’”
 Her parents implored her, saying it was her responsibility, that she 
wouldn’t want all her brother’s work to go to waste. In 2008, she became 
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the first woman to serve as CEO for one of the family’s enterprises. 
Karim’s illness had kept him away from the company for more than a year, 
so Jaber had to pick up the pieces, and rebuild. Her initial reservations 
have been replaced by a sense of fulfillment for having honored her 
brother’s legacy. “Now that I look back, I feel proud,” she says. Having 
spent her life toiling not to be defined by the family business—from 
marrying outside the family to starting her own company—she is now 
part of it. And things are changing. They are thinking of founding an 
enterprise for the women of the family, she says.
 Her commitments at Netway have mostly eclipsed her involvement 
at Stelfair. The same kind of drive that fueled her unyielding belief in 
the internet all those years ago continues to serve her today. Now she 
wants to take Netway beyond Tunisia, and has set her sights set on 
countries such as Algeria, Libya, Mauritania, and Morocco, and on the 
western coast of Africa. Instead of those countries hiring expensive 
engineers from France, she says, she has the products and necessary 
know-how that can be exported to such places. She says many young 
Tunisian women are pursuing IT. For the tech sector, she envisions 
e-learning as a potential growth area.
 Following the Tunisian revolution, though, Jaber acknowledges 
that the economy has taken a heavy hit, with markets halting work 
and investment. Luckily, she says, maintenance contracts and other 
work have helped her out. But by no means would she want to return 
to earlier times, when she submitted bids for projects only to learn 
later that the work had gone to the family of former president Zine El 
Abidine Ben Ali or to one of the families complicit with his regime. 
Sometimes, she would be told a project was canceled, when it had 
actually been swept up by one of those families. She would prepare 
the bids, and the soliciting board would tell her that she had all the 
corresponding skills and services. “Then you wait for the order to 
come, but it never comes,” she says. 
 Its economic repercussions aside, she says, the revolution has had 
a positive development on the political end. “We weren’t free. You 
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couldn’t say what you feel,” she says. Even as ideological wedges beget 
divisions, for Jaber, the promise of change will continue to reveal itself. 
 “The mistake of Ben Ali is he thought Tunisians were like sheep,” 
Jaber says. “Tunisians cannot be like sheep; they can’t stay that way; 
they are a very open-minded people.… We have a people that is very 
emancipated and open and progressive. … They will force all that is 
fanatic to adapt itself to the people. We are open, we are open to the 
outside, we are Muslims: We practice, but we are progressive….. They 
are people who were never free and are free all of a sudden.... There 
is freedom of expression. We’ll have the real Tunisia, not the one we  
had before.”
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Lamies El-Hussieny:
EgyDroid’s Smart Smartphone Girl
—Nafeesa Syeed

By her final year of college, Lamies El-Hussieny had become 
an obsessed Android phone owner. She loved the programs 
and applications for the smartphone’s operating system, and 

effortlessly learned the ins and outs of the device. One day, a fellow 
Twitter microblogger posed a question about his Android phone, 
and after she successfully troubleshot the issue, he exclaimed, “Wow, 
you’re an expert.” The virtual exchange was a shock to El-Hussieny. “I 
had no idea,” she says. “I thought everyone knew, that it was common 
knowledge.” 
 Realizing that she was more well-versed in Android phones than 
most users, El-Hussieny, 23, started her own online enterprise for the 
Egyptian market—hence her venture’s name, EgyDroid. As Android 
smartphones gain popularity in the Arab world, El-Hussieny is looking 
to position her site with mainly Arabic content that both answers 
technical problems and aids regional users in getting the most from 
their phones. 
 El-Hussieny says she’s among a small contingent of Arab women 
heading technology-based endeavors. As she gets a taste for leadership 
during these early stages of her pursuit, the confident El-Hussieny says, 
she hopes her generation can redefine the predetermined trajectory for 
young women. “I enjoy challenges,” she says. “I enjoy being unique.”
 The EgyDroid portal concentrates on Android devices in Egypt’s 
market. Articles and videos contain recommendations and reviews for 
apps, games, and device updates for phones available in the country, 
as well as more general news on the global Android scene. There are 
also tutorials, downloads, and “tips and tricks.” In addition, users get 
pointers on developing their own apps and publishing or publicizing 
them, with a focus on promoting apps created by Egyptians. There’s also 
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an interactive element to the site; for example, readers are asked to share 
their favorite features or respond to product polls. El-Hussieny says her 
bigger plans include creating an online store for Android phones.
 El-Hussieny began blogging about Android phones in March 2011 
on Blogspot, where she received queries from Egypt and other Arab 
countries. “I came out with the idea, because I had a lot of problems 
facing me when I first bought my Android,” she says. A few months 
later, she decided to create an official site. She got a logo (hers resembles 
an ancient Egyptian headdress with kohl-painted eyes) and devoted 
herself full time to developing the business. She switched from mostly 
English to mostly Arabic content: Many Android phone outlets lacked 
Arabic support lines, which left a market for her to fill. She spread the 
word about the site through Twitter, including the same Twitter friend 
whom she first helped with his Android phone and who happened to 
have many “followers.” 
 El-Hussieny is an adept networker. She has used both online 
and offline circles to get things going. She attended an information 
technology conference in Cairo, where she says she picked up more 
“geek friends,” who encouraged her to head in the business direction. To 
build her reach, she launched EgyDroid accounts on Twitter, YouTube, 
and Facebook. Her social media contacts, some working at major tech 
companies and even individuals outside Egypt, have given her advice 
and support. For a venture that is still working toward profitability, 
these contacts have proven invaluable. In her case, one thing has  
led to another. 
 “Every opportunity, every hand I could get, every help I could get, 
is really terrific,” she says. “I got a lot of things done for me for free. I 
have free [web] hosting, and the logo was designed for free. My business 
card was designed twice by two guys for free.” (Her cards, which she 
got printed for free, too, are colorful and hi-tech, with the encrypted 
grid that smartphones can detect to instantly upload details.)
The key, it seems, is not being shy to ask. “They weren’t really friends, 
but they are people I met … [who] want to help me out,” says  
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El-Hussieny, who primarily credits the power of Twitter for putting her 
in touch with many resources. “I wouldn’t say no.”
 At first, El-Hussieny wrote her own content, but as the site has 
grown, she now has a cohort of contributors. They are volunteers, 
once again, willing to help her out. El-Hussieny, an internet addict and 
night owl, makes suggestions for posts and sets deadlines and directs 
her crew to sources. As she grows as a leader, she has learned about 
remotely managing a scattered team—which happens to be almost 
entirely male. “It feels awesome, but very tiring,” she says. “I’m a bit of 
a perfectionist, and so it drives me and others crazy.”
 Sometimes she has to nag contributors for their work. It’s difficult, 
she says, because they know each other only via cyberspace. And they 
are, after all, giving their time, so the same level of commitment as a 
paid staffer isn’t always present. The ages and approaches of her team 
span the spectrum: “Everyone is different than the other. And you have 
to treat everyone his way to get him to do all this job. And sometimes I 
lose my patience and get angry at them,” she says. “I don’t know if I’m 
a bit controlling and tough, because sometimes I give them orders.” To 
placate the situation, she says, she tries to be more social, maybe asking 
them something personal or cracking a joke. 
 El-Hussieny, who graduated from Cairo University with an 
economics degree, is working with advisers on a business plan to make 
her enterprise viable. She has some advertisements, but is eyeing other 
outlets to generate profit and scoping the future of online Android 
phone sales. Earning money from this venture will also permit this 
gadget-lover to buy more devices.
 Entrepreneurship was not something El-Hussieny thought of 
before EgyDroid came along. 
 She says a lot of young women, including some of her friends, 
are setting up small businesses, yet they gravitate toward enterprises 
or websites related to family, cooking, jewelry, or “girly, home stuff.” 
They’re not focusing on the tech part, she says, “not like hardcore 
geeks.” El-Hussieny, whose eye shadow matches her light blue head 
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scarf, says she’s not sure why that’s the case, and she leaves it up to each 
woman to choose her own path. But having some women join her on 
the tech end might be nice: “If they see they want to do something, but 
they are not quite sure whether they should go all the way, well, they 
should try anyway, because there is nothing to lose.” 
 Being different is essential to El-Hussieny’s disposition. She did 
administrative work at a mineral export company, but quit because she 
didn’t see a future there and found the work boring. “I had questions 
like ‘What I am going to do?’” she recalls. While she was not entirely 
sure what to do or where to turn, there were some areas of her life that 
she was certain about. “I don’t want to take the easy route and find a 
guy and get married and stuff like that. Even though there is a lot of 
pressure, not just from my family, but the community as a whole,” she 
says. Many of her college classmates have gotten married, making her 
somewhat of an anomaly. She says her parents are generally supportive 
of her aspirations, but then they will nudge her every so often about 
when she will get a “real job.” “A lot of my friends don’t even get what 
I’m doing,” she says. When she tries to explain, she sometimes hears 
“What the heck is an Android?” 
 El-Hussieny says Egyptian women have been strong throughout 
history, and many of today’s youth, who have come of age amid revolts 
and uprisings, are negotiating what terms sit well with them on various 
fronts. “I really want to change things,” she says. “I hate just, like, having 
this, I don’t know, expected life.” 
 This tendency to take the less-beaten trail is possibly an extension 
of what El-Hussieny senses is her “need to prove something”: “I want 
to prove for the others that I can do it,” she says. “I’m not just playing 
around, and I’m not going to end up [in the] expected situation.” Her 
audacity aside, worries do creep up. She wonders if she’ll run her 
enterprise into the ground. She’s afraid she’ll make it a success but then 
ruin it on her own. “Sometimes, I really get depressed about it,” she 
says. “I think too much.”
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Maha Mahgoub:
Promoter of Entrepreneurs
—Nafeesa Syeed

As a six-year-old, Maha Mahgoub’s son voiced a familiar 
children’s complaint: He didn’t want to go to school. Mahgoub 
told him, fine, he’d work. The boy was thrilled. She took him 

to her father-in-law’s factory and instructed the manager, “Let him 
work very hard. Sweep the floor, clean everything. And from time to 
time tell [him], ‘If you have a good education, you will be an engineer 
and you sit down in this room. If you don’t have an education, you will 
be a worker and you will clean the place.’”
 Without fail, the labor depleted the boy’s high energy, leaving him 
downbeat. Mahgoub promised to give him another chance and made 
him promise to value his studies. Her son readily gave in, thanking his 
mother. It was an intense lesson in the value of education, and reflects 
Mahgoub’s longtime emphasis on learning and building skills on a 
personal and professional level. 
 Since its founding in 2005, her company, Career Development 
Organization (CDO), has swelled from a career training center in 
Cairo to a human resources consultancy for major firms, one that even 
outbids international competitors. It’s also guiding Egyptian students 
looking to study overseas. 
 Earlier in her life, Mahgoub didn’t want to work. She graduated 
from university with a psychology degree and got married. After 
having her son and daughter, she changed her mind. “I got bored, 
because I am an energetic person, and then I like working very much,” 
she says. She told her husband that she wanted to work at the same 
time as taking care of the kids. He suggested that she work with his 
father’s medical company. She spent five years at the family enterprise, 
learning management skills and eventually heading the import-export 
department. During that time, she also earned a university certificate 
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in personnel and administration, part of what she calls the “continuous 
development of the human being.” 
 Mahgoub then joined Commercial International Bank, where 
she worked 15-hour days and established the bank’s administration 
and human resources department. “I conducted job descriptions, job 
analysis, organization structure, personnel forms—everything related 
to management,” she says. “I was a workaholic, really.” She went as far 
as she could in her job, being promoted to senior supervisor, but still 
had to report to higher-ups. Being creative and wanting to do more, 
she found herself unsatisfied. Even if she joined another company, 
she’d still have to answer to someone, she thought, so why not become  
her own boss? Being creative and wanting to do more, she found herself 
unsatisfied. So, at 40, she decided to launch her own business. In her 
line of work, human resources managers faced difficulties finding 
high-caliber secretaries and employees. So she sold some of her CIB 
shares for funds to open a training center focusing on secretarial and 
computer skills. 
 There were several hang-ups. For one, the Ministry of Commun-
ications provided free training programs for international computer 
driving licenses (ICDL), a computer skills certification. This caused 
Mahgoub, who had bought some 30 computers, to lose money since 
she had planned to offer ICDL instruction. Because she was new in 
the arena, she had to prove herself and let her past experience and 
qualifications speak for her. Also, her family and friends wondered why 
she would leave a stable position at a large company. “Everyone just 
said, ‘Okay, are you crazy?’” Yet for Mahgoub, it made sense. “I’d like 
to grow and I am creative; I have a lot of ambition.” She acknowledges 
the many immense challenges to being a business owner, but insists 
work doesn’t feel like work to her. “I enjoy my work as a hobby,” just 
as someone else’s pastime might be playing sports, she says. “I forget 
myself when I work.”
 Along the way, she continued reading up on her field and 
attending fellowship programs, where she learned about feasibility 
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studies, business plans, and ways to differentiate her business from 
the competition. She also received requests to teach, which set her on 
the track to developing training material. Among her center’s current 
offerings for individuals are diplomas in human resources management 
and executive management; certificates in executive office skills and 
business technology; and a host of digital and soft-skills preparation, 
from emotional intelligence to making presentations. 
 She has also developed CDO’s HR consultancy wing, which 
restructures companies and works on recruitment and other human 
capital development services. Clients include telecommunications 
and oil companies, government agencies, financial institutions, and 
organizations in other industries. Additionally, the company has 
teamed with universities and other schools to help Egyptian students 
looking to go abroad for master’s degrees or English-language learning 
programs. It’s a new area, one that needs experts, Mahgoub says. 
In addition, she continues to work as an independent freelancer, 
delivering advanced HR programs to companies with her own  
training materials. 
 Mahgoub’s corporate social responsibility efforts became an 
extension of her desire to provide knowledge. Drawing on her expertise, 
she founded the Career Development Foundation (CDF), carrying 
out training in entrepreneurship with NGOs, universities, and other 
entities. Mahgoub believes that if one possesses certain competencies 
and meets market needs, then becoming an entrepreneur can be a way 
out of unemployment. “Success is the real gain of [the] entrepreneur, 
not money.” And each company, she says, has to assist society. 
 Mahgoub says entrepreneurial terminology is new in Egypt. In 
fact, she didn’t know what entrepreneurship was until she came across 
it during a course. “I am [an] entrepreneur by intuition,” she says. Many 
people have the inclination, but they lack the direction in realizing their 
aspirations. “So they need someone to lead them,” she says. 
 Clad in a dark suit accented by a head scarf, the perpetually smiling 
46-year-old Mahgoub—who looks a decade or more younger—lays 
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out the plastic-covered manuals in Arabic that she’s developed for 
her entrepreneurship training sessions. “It’s not just when someone 
has got money and would like to have projects,” she says. One must 
have a vision and “entrepreneurship competences.” “They have to be 
enthusiastic, goal-oriented, motivated, hard workers and studying 
the market very well, knowing their competitors,” she says. Often, 
definitions of entrepreneurship emphasize creativity and innovation, 
but Mahgoub says equally important is being in tune with market 
needs to gain a competitive advantage. From the start, trainees must 
explain how their new product or service will be competitive.
 Sometimes female entrepreneurs face challenges because of 
responsibilities and expectations to maintain their homes and families, 
she says, and there are segments of society that don’t accept females 
working or in business. Some customs in the business world are also 
not feasible for women to partake in. For instance, men will be invited 
for lunch or dinner or to travel, whereas, because of tradition, women 
can’t always participate. However, she has many examples of women 
who, even if they’re not highly skilled or educated, have managed to 
use what they do know to create a venture. For instance, one illiterate 
woman started her project with the equivalent of $10—she had to 
borrow $2 to reach that amount—which she used to bake bread and 
have it distributed to NGOs. As her capital increased, she bought 
machines, and now has an active bread-baking business. 
 When it comes to Egypt’s economic landscape, Mahgoub envisages 
a significant place for entrepreneurship. On the one hand, she says, “We 
have a very big gap in the labor markets, so we’ve got a lot of vacancies, 
but we don’t have qualified people to join these qualified jobs.” On the 
other hand, there’s the problem of the high unemployment rate. But 
Mahgoub says entrepreneurship can be the exit point. Of course, she’s 
wholly aware of the present, unpredictable political and economic 
issues with which the country is grappling, and how investors have 
been wary of entering the market after the revolution. “But creating 
or generating work opportunities or new ideas of starting up new 
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business, I think it’s a good time,” she says. “We cannot wait or stay at 
home or [be] waiting for an investor or a job or something like this.” 
 Even when challenges appear insurmountable, the “real 
entrepreneur will struggle.” Since the revolution, she’s seen a lot of 
companies fold, but says entrepreneurs who have already withstood so 
much will learn how to get around the roadblocks and discover new 
opportunities or means of developing their present ones. In her case, 
some clients had to postpone programs. Mahgoub looked to overcome 
the setbacks she faced, and began marketing her programs to the rest 
of the region, tweaking them to fit those contexts.
 Mahgoub happily wears three hats for her different roles, from 
her leadership role at CDO to CDF to her freelance work. The self-
proclaimed workaholic and entrepreneurship advocate keeps at it. She’s 
trained dozens of trainers who help farmers and women establish micro 
businesses. She’s designing a booklet on raising women’s awareness 
regarding establishing their own businesses in order to elevate their 
economic status. In 2012, her center moved to new premises and now 
has 10 staffers, along with other contract hires. And, ever the learner, 
she is working on her MBA and stays on top of developments in the 
hot field of training. She’s looking to continue her expansion into Arab 
countries and then maybe an international franchise. For Mahgoub, 
whose children are now university students, each time her business 
expands, she feels successful. But what’s the real clincher, one that 
makes her melt? It comes when, after a training session, someone 
comes up and tells her, “You have redirected my career.” 
 If she had it her way, entrepreneurship would be taught early 
on, from the elementary and secondary levels. And she implores all 
sectors, from civil society to government, to support awareness and 
training to help youth and women set up their own businesses. At the 
same time, she laments youngsters who don’t take their responsibilities 
seriously, and parents who may let their children off too easy. A trip 
to the factory, as Mahgoub did with her own son, might just do them 
good.
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Nayla Al Khaja: 
A Filmmaker Seeks Support for the 
Burgeoning Emirati Movie Industry 
—Rahilla Zafar

The tale of how Nayla Al Khaja became the United Arab 
Emirate’s first female independent filmmaker is itself like  
the script of a drama, filled with hidden ambition, sacrifices, 

and heartbreak.
 As a student at Dubai’s Women’s College, Al Khaja graduated with 
honors and briefly hosted a travel show on the Arabian Radio Network. 
Then she discovered documentary filmmaking, and realized that this 
was where her true passion lay. “In film you can be an entrepreneur, 
businesswoman, and work with painters, artists, fashion designers, 
and musicians,” she says.
 Al Khaja, in her 30s, was thrilled to receive a full scholarship to 
study film at Ryerson University’s prestigious School of Radio and 
Television Arts, in Toronto, Canada. There was one problem: Her 
parents told her they wouldn’t allow her to study abroad without being 
married. She felt their resistance stemmed partly from a negative view 
of the film industry.
 Rather than fighting with her parents to change their minds, she 
managed to convince a male friend who believed in her talent and film 
dreams to marry her, with the understanding it was only so she could 
study abroad. After the wedding, they went to Toronto, but just six 
days later, her husband received a phone call with an offer for him to 
join Dubai’s police force. Not wanting to turn down the opportunity, 
he moved back. Even so, he continued to support her financially. Al 
Khaja earned her degree, and the couple afterward parted ways, but 
still remain friends.
 The pursuit was worth the difficult effort, Al Khaja says, noting 
there is “the other side of filmmaking that’s extremely inspiring, 
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bringing people together and, believe it or not, promoting world peace.”
 After overcoming the obstacles to studying abroad, Al Khaja 
returned home to deal with new challenges. When she launched her 
production company, which is now known as D-SEVEN, she initially 
struggled to bring in clients. She says that being a woman in her mid-
20s at the time, she found potential clients asking where her manager 
was when she entered a meeting.
 She decided to reach out to an old professor who was in his mid-
40s and, as she describes him, “blond, tall and very built,” and asked 
to hire him to attend meetings with her. The only instruction she gave 
him was to nod his head occasionally. “You wouldn’t believe it: within 
three to four months, I was able to nail a very big client by having this 
man with me,” she says. To the client, her “male colleague” was a visual 
reassurance, although in reality her product was available regardless 
of his being there. To Al Khaja, it was just another example of how 
“everyone needs to be creative and find your own solution. There is no 
problem on the planet that can’t be solved.”
 In 2004, Al Khaja’s “Unveiling Dubai” premiered at the Dubai Film 
Festival. In the film, acclaimed German filmmaker Nicolas Doldinger 
plays a Western tourist who is unfamiliar with the Middle East and 
guided around Dubai by Al-Khaja. Because it was the first film ever 
made by an Emirati woman, Sheikh Nahyan bin Mubarak Al Nahyan, 
the UAE’s minister of higher education and scientific research, attended 
its premiere.
 Al Khaja is not afraid to touch taboo topics. Her short film 
“Arabana” focused on child abuse in the UAE. Her next film, “Once”, 
was about the secret dating lives of Emirati women. “Malal”, her 2010 
short film, showcased challenges an Emirati couple faced after an 
arranged marriage. She is currently working on her first feature film, 
based on the story of a young Arab woman and her chance meeting 
with a British traveler in Hatta during the 1960s.
 Al Khaja says it is exciting to be a pioneer in the Emirates’ film 
industry, which she describes as embryonic. The country has much to 
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offer as a hub for film shoots, she says, noting that within 15 minutes, 
there are location shots of oceans, mountains, and skyscrapers, and 
consistently sunny skies.
 With location and weather in the country’s favor, Al Khaja believes 
the UAE government should do everything it can to help grow the 
industry. “In just a month or two, shooting a single film can bring over 
$20 million to a local economy. Imagine if we have a series of these 
films coming in all the time,” she says.
 Al Khaja calls for the government and private sector to join together 
on incentives that could be offered to encourage the UAE to become 
the regional hub for filmmaking. Among the ideas she has are major 
discounts on hotels and finding ways to bring down filmmaking costs. 
“If my films costs $10 million, but you tell me, through a government 
incentive package, it can be cut down to $7 million, as a producer, I 
would jump at the chance and shoot my film in the UAE,” she says.
 Another critical factor is to ensure that the UAE has enough 
local talent from gaffers, electricians, and art directors to support a 
film industry, as flying in a large crew is very costly. She provides the 
example of Germany, which established a five-year, €300 million ($393 
million) film fund. The fund supported 520 film productions and has 
been credited with boosting the competitiveness of the German film 
industry. “Once you train people on the ground, they’ll be equipped to 
attract international producers to come and spend the real hard-core 
money,” she explains.
 She mentions Tom Cruise, who was credited with boosting 
tourism and interest in Dubai after performing spectacular stunt 
scenes outside the Burj Khalifa, the world’s tallest tower, for the film 
Mission Impossible: Ghost Protocol. Awesome bird’s-eye perspectives 
of the city are shown as Cruise dangles from the 124th floor of the 
tower, shots that showcase the city’s sea, desert, and downtown area.
 Not only are film productions a huge boost for the economy, but 
they give local filmmakers the opportunity to be pseudo ambassadors 
for their country when they travel overseas. “This is something we 
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can’t underestimate the value of in showing our values and traditions,” 
Al Khaja says. “It shouldn’t be just through one film but through a 
whole series of films,” she says, adding that there’s a huge potential 
both culturally and financially.
 Al Khaja says that despite its relatively recent history, the Gulf film 
industry has evolved over the past decade. “When I was twenty-four, 
there was never mention of a film, but today we have so many, along 
with different channels and major film festivals in our country.” 
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Rasha Abdel Rahmen: 
An Entrepreneur Establishes Her T-Shirt Republic 
—Nafeesa Syeed

Rasha Abdel Rahmen’s wit and creativity are evident in the designs 
she’s created for her company, Ooshi, the T-shirt Republic. Her popular 
“geeky” genre includes a shirt that reads, “Video Games Ruined My Life. 
Good Thing I Have Two Left.” In her maternity section, another states, 
“Eating for Two.” Among the line inspired by the Egyptian revolution, 
there are nods to social media’s role, with “#Tahrir” and “#Jan25/Game 
Over.” Another spells out the revolutionary slogan Silmiya (which means 
“Peaceful”), with a peace sign intertwined within the Arabic script. 
 A Cairo native, the 29-year-old is at once innovative and orderly as 
she switches from laughter to serious business talk in her throaty voice. 
Abdel Rahmen attended a German school and later studied pharmacy 
at Misr International University. She worked at her parents’ pharmacy 
until starting Ooshi, which is her nickname. She sold part of her shabka 
(the gift husbands present at the time of marriage) and used the money 
to purchase equipment and her first batch of T-shirts. She handed out 
flyers, set up a Facebook page, and took out online ads. 
 Her big break came a year after her launch, when she set up shop at 
Souq.com, the region’s e-commerce hub, raising her profile. Since then, 
she’s built her own website, which features her wares and serves as the 
sales center. A big believer in e-commerce, Abdel Rahmen says there’s a 
generation gap in the perception around online retail. Older Egyptians 
don’t consider it a real business, but she contends it’s part of the inevitable 
wave to come. 
 Working from home (save an assistant’s help), Abdel Rahmen  
continues to print T-shirts by hand, piece by piece. She is constantly 
researching the market, trying to stay ahead and to introduce new 
concepts to Egypt’s T-shirt industry. Wearing all black, she props up 
her iPad to display the online video tutorials that have taught her 
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about the complicated process of T-shirt printing. When she spoke with 
Knowledge@Wharton, Abdel Rahmen covered how Ooshi got under way, 
the challenges of e-business, the lack of Arabic resources for entrepreneurs, 
where she plans to take her venture, and how the Internet has been her 
classroom.

An edited transcript of the conversation follows.

Knowledge@Wharton: You watched your mother and father operate 
their own businesses. Was that something you also wanted to do?

Rasha Abdel Rahmen: I liked e-business. I wanted to start something 
from home because, after I got married, I had so much free time, so 
I wanted to do something. I was kind of an internet addict, so I said, 
“Why don’t I use this in something useful?” So I learned all this from 
scratch, because I knew nothing about e-business, I didn’t know how 
to set up my website, I never hired a programmer or a developer; I had 
to learn this.
 What attracted me to e-business is that you can work out of your 
home, that you can start something really big without having to have 
a big office or many employees. You can do something that looks good 
and looks professional, even from your own home.

Knowledge@Wharton: How did you decide on selling T-shirts as a 
business?

Abdel Rahmen: I felt that the T-shirt is a product that everyone buys. 
So it’s an easy product that you can customize. I think that is a mode 
of expression. That’s why you would find most of the designs are like “I 
am this and this and that.” I love these designs.
 I had to search a lot, and read a lot on forums. I had to learn about 
e-business, I had to learn about making a website, I had to learn about 
printing T-shirts.... I learned all this from the internet. And then I 
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bought the instruments, the machines that I have to use in printing 
T-shirts, and started making samples to see if this is going to be 
professional enough to sell to other people.

Knowledge@Wharton: So you made the first T-shirt yourself?

Abdel Rahmen: Yes, I learned the methods of printing. There are many 
different methods. I know the ones that are suitable for working from 
home. I got all the supplies needed and then I started to make samples 
for my husband, for my relatives, and wash them over and over again 
to make sure they’re going to stand. 
 I actually started as a custom T-shirt printing service at the very 
beginning. It took time, because I launched in mid-2009... but after 
that I had to change my business model, so I started making my own 
designs and have designs from the internet and buy designs, so that my 
shop will have at least like 50 designs which people would choose and 
then I print after I get the order.

Knowledge@Wharton: When you started, who made your website?

Abdel Rahmen: I made it. I used templates and I used CMS, content 
management systems. It’s not as visible as before. I think before the 
content management systems, it was really hard to set your own 
website. So I searched this and I know how to set it and I made it.

Knowledge@Wharton: What did your family and friends think of 
your going from being a pharmacist to printing T-shirts?

Abdel Rahmen: It was during the recession time, and my father told 
me, “You better not start now, because there is a global recession 
everywhere.” But also, one other thing, that when I started, this was 
purely [an] e-business ... and buying online was not a popular concept 
in Egypt at that time. So I had to make sure that I presented products 
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not available in brick-and-mortar stores.... I kept this in mind all the 
time. Even when I switched from custom printing to having my own 
designs, I always presented designs that you will not find in other 
normal stores. [My husband] was also skeptical. He said this is not 
going to work, actually.

Knowledge@Wharton: So why did you keep doing it, then?

Abdel Rahmen: I felt that it was going to work someday, and until now I 
still believe that one day, e-business is going to be a huge part of trading 
in Egypt, like it is in the United States. So if you start earlier, you are 
going to be a pioneer in the market, this is going to be something great.
 It wasn’t common, and people [are still] afraid that they might buy 
something and it’s not going to meet their expectations. So I have to 
take some measures; I use the cash-on-delivery method, and I made 
money-back guarantees. I made sure that I only use high-quality 
materials, whether for T-shirts or for printing, because it builds, and if 
you become a trusted brand, then after that it’s going to be easier.

Knowledge@Wharton: Who is your competition?

Abdel Rahmen: My main competitors, they present, every season, five 
logos, five designs, and they send them to the factory, and they have to 
print a large amount from the same designs. But my business model is 
different; I want to have a shop with more than fifty designs, where I 
can introduce a design every day. 
 It keeps me unique and it keeps my inventory [fresh], that I don’t 
have one hundred printed T-shirts that I have to get rid of. I have the 
blank T-shirts only, that I’m going to use anyways, and then I print 
after I get the order. Of course, your profit margin would be less than 
your competitors’, but the business model itself allows you to bring 
more variety. Because my ultimate goal is to make an online T-shirt 
store where [if] someone in Egypt wants to order a T-shirt, he goes to 
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this store.
Knowledge@Wharton: So where in your house do you do this?

Abdel Rahmen: I have a room only for printing; it’s full of T-shirts and 
the cutting device and a printer.

Knowledge@Wharton: What’s the part you enjoy the most about  
your work?

Abdel Rahmen: The business part. I love to market my products. 
When the orders come, I say, “Oh my God, how am I going to [do 
these]?” So, actually I hope that one day my business will grow so that 
I can hire people [full time], so that I will have someone to print the 
T-shirts and I take [on] the marketing or the managing.

Knowledge@Wharton: What’s the schedule like when you own your 
own business?

Abdel Rahmen: In business, either you are printing or marketing or 
responding to e-mails, customer service, procurement, or discovering 
some new other products that you want to buy. It takes a lot of time and 
effort; people think that if they start their own business they are going 
to have some peace of mind and [it will be] better than a normal job. 
But this is not the case. You are going to be responsible for everything, 
and you will not be able to hire people because you cannot make sure 
that you can pay their salary every month.

Knowledge@Wharton: If someone is interested in starting their own 
business, what should they keep in mind?

Abdel Rahmen: They shouldn’t give up; they have to wait a lot, they 
have to keep working, because there are two misconceptions about 
entrepreneurship. The first thing is that people think it’s easy to drop 
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your normal job and start your own business. That it’s going to be less 
time consuming and [that] it’s not much effort—this is totally wrong.
 The second thing is that people think that overnight you will 
become a millionaire. This is also totally wrong. You have to work 
from scratch, and you have to grow slowly. I don’t think that there is a 
business model where you can become a millionaire, like, overnight. 
You have to work on it, and you have to work hard. And you have to 
keep learning. 
 What I noticed was that all the useful resources online were in 
English. Thank God that I know English, but many people here in the 
Arab world, they don’t know English. So I try, when I have free time, to 
write on my own blog what I learned through this process. I am trying 
to give back, and I am trying to enrich Arabic content online.

Knowledge@Wharton: It’s sounds like the internet can be a huge 
resource.

Abdel Rahmen: It has been the only resource for me so far. If I had 
the money, I would do an MBA, but meanwhile, I learn about business 
from the internet.

Knowledge@Wharton: What keeps you excited about your work?

Abdel Rahmen: It motivates you when you see people wearing your 
T-shirts on their Facebook profile pictures and when people talk about 
you. When people are satisfied, they give you positive feedback. I 
publish that on my website, and you can see the positive and negative 
reviews.
 
Knowledge@Wharton: Where do you see your business going?

Abdel Rahmen: I hope that I sell the best T-shirts, so that people will 
always visit whenever they want to buy a T-shirt. Again, the most 
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important thing in e-business is building trust, because people don’t 
see your products, so they have to trust you. Otherwise they are not 
going to buy. 
 I think that I will have to introduce ready-made T-shirts, from other 
different brands. [You need to] have a printing facility, of course, with 
equipment and people who are doing this printing, so that they can 
fulfill the orders. So you will have both ready-made and printed. This 
is the ultimate goal for me, and it needs, of course, a lot of investment. 
But you have to be flexible about changing your business model when 
you start growing your business; you can’t keep it the same.

Knowledge@Wharton: Are you a perfectionist?

Abdel Rahmen: I don’t know. When I have something in mind, I keep 
working on it day and night, whether it’s my business or anything else, 
until I finish it. As a perfectionist, yes, when it comes to your own 
brand, you have to make sure that it’s perfect. 

Knowledge@Wharton: Do you wear your own T-shirts?

Abdel Rahmen: I do.

Knowledge@Wharton: What’s your favorite T-shirt?

Abdel Rahmen: I have to think about [it].... There are many, many 
designs. But I love the Arabic designs. Arabic font is very decorative.
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Deena Fadel:
Her Exercise in Creativity and Entrepreneurship
—Nafeesa Syeed

Afew years ago, Deena Fadel began to feel choked in her role 
as the artistic director of an advertising agency. Her creativity 
had been bottled up. When she quit her job, she returned 

to painting, exercising long-dormant limbs. She got down on the 
floor, spread her arms, stood up, stepped back to gaze from a distance, 
returned to close up. The results surprised her.
 “It was a lot more vigorous and energetic and [the] use of color was 
a lot more daring,” she says. “I used to be more of an earthly brown and 
beige person, but it’s when I quit my job—I don’t know why—I got this, 
like, color burst in my paintings and in my design work.”
 This newfound artistic groove served as the jumping-off point for 
Fadel’s transformation into a designer and business owner, on a course 
of constant discovery. What began with the notion of making usable 
household objects works of art has manifested into her Cairo-based 
company, Joud Home Accessories. Her aesthetic combines Egyptian 
motifs with preened minimalism and warm, bright colors. Feeding 
off inspirational quotes and success stories, Fadel has stayed positive 
as she’s trudged amid the difficulties that fledgling enterprises face. 
From building her presence through social media and small fairs,  
she now runs a store and has taken her wares abroad. It’s proof that 
there’s both a regional and a global market–however much a niche–for 
locally made, innovative wares. For her part, Fadel tries to shuffle life, 
work, and art, but they become indelibly linked, as reflected in her 
daughter’s name, Joud.
 At the Joud store in Cairo, distinct images are repeated on mugs, 
glasses, teacups, trays, jewelry boxes, pillows, and coasters. They 
include profiles of yesteryear’s Egyptian movie stars; dervishes with 
spinning skirts; the Hand of Fatima; a fez-capped man sitting cross-
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legged and playing the oud; and curling calligraphy spelling out the 
welcome greeting Ahlan wa sahlan. Turquoise, fuchsia, and other hues 
imbue the room. 
 Dressed in a patterned floral blouse, a bright green neck scarf, 
and dangling red earrings, the 29-year-old Fadel looks at home in 
the sea of color. Even within her long brown layered hair, there are 
hints of gold. She didn’t have an exact plan when she left her job, 
but she knew she wanted to experiment. She liked the idea of home 
accessories, but couldn’t find the kinds of things she wanted. First, she 
had to fend off coworkers and other critics, who questioned whether 
things would truly be better by jumping ship, especially after the world 
economic recession. “I think anyone who tells you, ‘Do you think the 
grass is greener on the other side?’ tell him, ‘I should go there and find  
out myself,’” she says. “Maybe it’s worse when you go out there, but 
you’re never going to find out unless you just take the courage, just 
take a year out, take a few months out, take a week out, and just find 
out what’s out there.”
 Fadel found herself analyzing coasters at people’s houses, finding 
them banged up and taken out only when tea or coffee was served. She 
thought, “Coasters have the right to look like a piece of art as well.” 
Therein, coaster art emerged. When four of her coasters are placed 
next to one another they form a picture or design and serve as a 
decorative, functional piece. She made trial coaster sets and went to 
home accessories exhibitions. Her coasters were a hit. Fadel focused 
on this single product and approached shops to display them, but 
they told her it was a new idea and they didn’t want to take the risk. 
Undeterred, she went virtual. “What made me boom was a Facebook 
group,” she says. She showcased pictures of the coasters and built a 
strong rapport with customers through interactive techniques. For 
instance, she held a competition asking customers to submit names for 
her company, and out of 300 entries, Joud (meaning “generosity”) won 
out. Her sales raced up. Customers’ comments and insights boosted 
her morale. “I mean, I didn’t believe in it as much as they did,” she says. 
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Shops took note and came back to her, saying they’d seen her products 
on Facebook and wanted her to exhibit in their spaces. Staying selective 
but broadening her reach, she now has products in shops across Cairo’s 
districts. Listening to customers also meant expanding her product 
line, as they started to ask for trays, mugs, and other items. 
 Fadel started off with designs that had Middle Eastern and 
European influences—not surprising for someone who grew up mostly 
in the United Kingdom and partly in Qatar and who later returned to 
Egypt for college. Her sales were revelatory. “I found that the Middle 
Eastern ones boomed a lot more from Egyptians and non-Egyptians. I 
think it’s becoming more fashionable and people are appreciating the 
history and tradition of Egypt,” she says of the designs. Individuals 
again are valuing aspects of their heritage, such as the Arabic lettering 
seen in her work. “It’s like, before, there was one time where everyone 
was really Westernized and sort of belittled” such art. Now she says it’s 
esteemed, while at the same time “we’re taking whether it was letters 
or whether it was icons and revamping them.” A traditional theme is 
mixed with what Fadel calls reality and fantasy, with modern backdrops, 
photographs, and shades, as she weds passion and professional design. 
 Initially, Fadel was frustrated by her limited resources, since she 
had to apply her own savings to the venture. Looking back, however, 
she considers the lack of capital lucky. “I’m so thankful that happened, 
because I think if I had [had] a lot of money, I would have started with 
a lot of product and a lot of designs. So I wouldn’t have been able to 
concentrate and understand each product,” she says. “I started with 
one product and a few designs and got to really understand them and 
then sort of expanded bit by bit, which really stabilized each product.” 
The profit she gradually garnered she folded back into the business. 
 Some challenges—what Fadel calls “the ugly stuff ”—arose as the 
enterprise expanded. She says production is the most difficult part 
of the job: having to find carpenters and manufacturers, traveling far 
to see them only to find that the product samples haven’t been done 
correctly. Also, the mostly male suppliers are located in rough areas. 
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“I don’t want to say [they] look down at women, but they feel like they 
have certain roles. And to deal with these producers, you have to have a 
really sort of evil side or a really tough side that’s associated with a man 
more.” The experience has made her stronger, she says, and she sticks it 
out until these suppliers get things right. “My character changed. Like, 
I was never the type that would be so strict with people and sort of 
raise my voice and sort of threaten people, ‘If you don’t give me this on 
this deadline, I’m not going to take it,’ but I have to just do these things. 
They’re ugly, but I had to do them, and it really sort of shaped me up 
and taught me things.”
 Space was another issue as her work spilled about her home. (She 
credits her husband with being understanding.) She later secured a 
work area with a stockroom, showroom, and office, and was about to 
open when Egypt’s revolution struck. Rent and salaries to her assistant 
and driver were still due, even though the shop had closed. She twice 
delayed the opening because of the uncertain times; her suppliers were 
closing up, and then she learned she was pregnant. Some sales did 
continue online. Eventually, she opened in February 2011, and with the 
Mother’s Day gift-giving season, which falls in March in Egypt, she had 
one of her best-selling months. There’s competition now, and to stay 
fresh, she tries to release a new product or design every month, and to 
cater to holidays, such as giving out gift bags around Ramadan. Having 
her daughter also inspired her to create a new line, called Baby Joud. 
Beyond Cairo, her products have gone to shops and exhibits in places 
such as Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Paris, Belgium, Dubai, Jordan, Kuwait, and 
Hong Kong. “I really wanted Egyptian products to get out there, and I 
wanted my designs to be in different parts of the world,” she says. 
 Fadel expanded with four employees and a freelancer, who helped 
in retail and design areas. Noting that handling finances is her weakest 
point, she hired an accountant, whom she observes in order to better 
grasp that side of the operation. Although she studied integrated 
marketing and art, she never saw herself running a company. “It made 
me realize the business side of me,” she says. “Several times, I feel like 
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giving up and … finding a manager to manage everything. I just want 
to do the designs, but then I just feel so attached to everything.” 
 Fadel’s discourse is chock-full of inspirational quotes and 
motivational maxims. She jots down encouraging notes to herself 
and stores up lessons from others’ experiences, a reminder that if they 
could do it, so can she. She mentions Virgin Group founder Richard 
Branson’s book Screw It, Let’s Do It; motivational speaker Brian Tracy; 
Apple founder Steve Jobs; and Irish businessman Bill Cullen’s book 
Golden Apples. The self-help writer Rhonda Byrne’s book The Secret, 
she says, planted the idea that if one really thinks of something or 
believes in something, it can come true. She says this idea coincides 
with the Islamic notion that if someone takes one step, God will make 
things move 10 steps forward. “It all sort of made sense altogether, 
whether it was scientifically, whether it was a religious point of view, 
whether it was real life, because obviously the more effort you put in 
anything, it’s more likely to come true,” she says. 
 When it comes to her art, Fadel continues drawing inspiration 
from living in Egypt, where in the bustling streets she can talk to 
people across social classes, feel alive, hold her tools, and most of all, 
experiment. She foresees moving beyond home accessories. As a new 
mother, she’s finding out how to manage her varying responsibilities. 
She says people used to call her Joud, or thought she had a child with 
the name. With her daughter as the embodiment of the name, Fadel 
jokes that the little girl might be upset when she grows up to find that 
the business wasn’t named after her, but vice versa. 
 “But I loved the name so much. I was worried that it would have 
negative connotations because sometimes I’m really sort of, you know, 
choked from my work. But at the end of the day, work is not work for 
me. It’s a passion. It’s love. It’s what I really enjoy doing.” Fadel likes the 
connection with her daughter, and who knows, maybe Baby Joud will 
become an artist, too. “I think she’s going to grow to have this business 
for her.... I think she might be one of the youngest businesswomen 
around,” Joud’s mother says with a laugh. 
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Hiba Jammal:
Cooking up Innovation in the Catering World
—Nafeesa Syeed

Bellies beware! Stepping into the premises of El Matbakh may get your 
stomachs growling. The lobby of the executive catering company’s Cairo 
headquarters is adorned with close-up shots of delectable kabobs, 
salads and desserts. Downstairs, workers prepare the meals that are 
shuttled to corporations from a large central kitchen, visible on a TV 
screen beaming footage into the office of 34-year-old Hiba Jammal, who 
founded the company in 2007 with her husband, Tarek Khaddaj, who 
spent years in the food and beverage industry across the region. Arriving 
from Lebanon on a one-way ticket and digging into their life savings, the 
couple spearheaded what they considered an entirely new take on the 
corporate lunch hour in Egypt. Companies hire El Matbakh (meaning 
“the kitchen”) to oversee mealtime operations. With their executive chef 
from Lebanon, the company focuses on ensuring diversity on its menu, 
remaining health-conscious, and even meeting dietary requirements 
such as vegan and lactose-intolerant. Jammal says healthier cuisine 
better fuels people, making them more effective in their work than if 
they consumed fatty fast-food alternatives. For someone whose bread 
and butter is precisely that, Jammal maintains a reedy figure, though she 
admits to occasionally downing a juicy burger. 
 The part-Egyptian, part-Lebanese mother has drawn on her 
background in banking and management to juggle the company’s human 
resources, sales pitches, recruitment and hiring, financial reporting, 
marketing, business strategy, and more. Jammal employs nearly 100 
people, and her clients have included Mobinil, Procter and Gamble, and 
Orascom. Jammal described to Knowledge@Wharton the initial years 
of setting up her company as harsh, but also discussed breaking through 
in an unfamiliar market and industry while sprinkling in innovation, 
raising standards, and paying it forward.
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An edited transcript of the conversation follows. 

Knowledge@Wharton: How did you land in Egypt? 

Hiba Jammal: After the 2006 war in Lebanon, we decided that we’re 
going to be relocating and it would be easier in Egypt, since I had some 
roots here, and we had, let’s say, a small network. 
 So we came back and forth to see what was missing in the market, 
in Egypt specifically, and we found out that they didn’t have the notion 
of a lunch break—it just doesn’t exist, and companies don’t have it. 
I mean, all over the world, every employee is entitled to an hour of 
break, where he can have his lunch, and most of the time, it’s specific 
to a certain hour. 
 Here it’s not the case. And so everybody is dependent on deliveries, 
and mainly deliveries of fast food and junk food … nothing healthy, 
really. And in Lebanon, the case wasn’t like that. We had daily specials, 
and then proximities are much closer in Lebanon, so you could easily 
go down and have a nice healthy meal and go back and continue work.
So we did market research amongst friends and family, and sort of an 
informal one. And we decided that this would be a great opportunity, 
a nice niche market to create a company that would cater to business 
professionals around Cairo at the beginning, and established that 
notion that to eat in the office, you don’t have to sacrifice your taste 
just for convenience. 
 For me, the banking sector in Lebanon was quite stable, so to speak, 
so it wasn’t really affected, so I could have easily continued there. But we 
wanted to open something of our own and stop becoming employees 
and actually endeavoring in the entrepreneur world and, you know, 
the whole lovely dreams. 

Knowledge@Wharton: In a way, you were eager outsiders entering  
a new market. How would you describe the transition to doing  
business here? 
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Jammal: We faced a lot of obstacles; it’s a bit difficult for foreign 
investors to know everything. In Egypt it revolves around lots of 
bureaucracy and redundant things, and you have to go to that entity, 
and that entity to get the papers—it took us some time.
 This was the biggest challenge to actually hire a good lawyer and 
trust that lawyer, since we’re foreigners, and this was a bit of an obstacle 
in the beginning. Because we wanted that lawyer to do the proper 
licensing, because where we come from, things are very clear, and it’s 
very transparent. 
 When we left Lebanon, this was the case. I’m sure 10 or 20 years 
ago it wasn’t the case, but at that point, in 2007, it was very easy to go 
and open up a business in Lebanon. But in Egypt, we were surprised it 
wasn’t. You couldn’t go to one entity and find out exactly what were the 
documents required to be able to apply for this and that category. 
 So you had to go through a lawyer and had to go through the risk 
of trusting that lawyer to get the actual licenses done. 
 Having the company in a location meant that the legal aspect and 
the licenses had to be quite right, because as a catering business, you 
require a lot of space and you make a lot of noise and you need to have 
proper ventilation systems, and these require a lot of signatures if it’s 
in a residential area, like we are now. So it was very difficult, and the 
lawyers would not get the right agreements or the signatures right. So 
it was very hectic.
 Then some other challenges were—I’m talking on the technical 
side—how to cut down the cost. Because as foreigners in Egypt, if you 
speak in a foreign language, the price is going to be times three. So you 
have to know the sources and go to seek out those sources. It’s not clear 
in front of you where to go to. And so this was a bit of an obstacle. So 
our cost was pretty high as opposed to a very small selling price.
 Prices, they fluctuate. The nonofficial market for, let’s say, fruits 
and vegetables—the sources, they don’t abide by a certain price. It can 
go up and down on a daily basis, and it’s a take-it-or-leave-it kind of 
thing. 
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So it took us some time to get to know the raw material sources and the 
suppliers. So our cost was pretty high in the beginning. 

Knowledge@Wharton: If the idea of providing meals at the workplace 
is still taking root, how did you get consumers and companies to buy 
into it? And how did you respond to the market once you got off the 
ground?
 
Jammal: The most challenging aspect—which is not technical; it’s 
more of a cultural thing—was to explain to people that, no, we were not 
a diet center. We provide healthy food, just plain old-school, healthy 
stuff that you can eat. And it does not have to be tasting badly because 
you are eating it in the office. So this was mainly the market in Egypt 
and the culture in Egypt. 
 That was a challenge to explain to them, “No, we’re going to be 
pretty good on a daily basis and we’re going to be consistent and you’re 
going to have variety.” 
 With friends and family, we came up with a database of a thousand 
names—literally, this is exactly what happened—and we spoke to all 
these people and we allocated the promotional budget for three weeks. 
And we sent out these thousand people a free lunch, and asked if they 
could refer us to someone else who would want to try it out. And this 
is how we got exposure. 
 We did a radio contest on Nile FM, the English station. We asked, 
“Do you know the daily special of El Matbakh today?” And if you 
knew, you would get a coupon for one week free.
 Then the delivery turned out to be pretty hectic, and the core 
business—I mean, the business plan—shifted toward corporate 
solutions, and we found the much wider niche market in that, and 
companies, because of the traffic and the proximities being so far, 
companies were moving outside, the business hub was moving outside 
of Cairo or the smaller zones of Cairo, and they were going to places 
like the Fifth Settlement, in New Cairo; or the Smart Village technology 
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cluster and business park and Sixth October industrial zones. And all 
these places don’t have deliveries up and running all the time, or the 
choices are very limited to pure junk food. 
 I personally eat junk, but I mean, you can’t eat junk food on a 
daily basis. So they welcomed the idea actually, and we started being, 
thankfully, the number one catering solutions provider in Cairo to 
corporate companies. 
 These companies would give us an area and we would furnish it 
with equipment and the cashier system, the employees, the cleaning 
system, the tables, the chairs—everything. It’s a turn-key solution, and 
they didn’t have to worry about that at all.

Knowledge@Wharton: What kind of background do you look for in 
the employees joining your operation?

Jammal: We prefer to bring them unskilled, completely unskilled.
A worker is going to come out from either a hotel business or a 
restaurant—we’re in between. There aren’t many catering companies 
in town. There are a lot of informal ones; it’s either restaurants doing a 
catering job, or it’s some nice lady working from her house and doing 
an event in the house. Or an actual hotel (like the Four Seasons, for 
example, a five-star hotel) that would do catering and banquet and all 
that, but it’s never a stand-alone catering company. 
 The biggest challenge with hiring someone who is skilled is to 
explain to him, “Okay, now you don’t have one menu.” In the hotel, he 
will probably have three, four, five sets of menus in the banquet, with 
different price ranges, and the team will be quite skilled in knowing 
how to cook them, either the sous-chef or the head chef or the night 
shift or the morning shift or whatever. But don’t go beyond that, 
because if you go beyond that, they will require training.
 So we’re a bit tricky. To be able to cater to companies and people 
working from nine to five, you have to give them endless varieties for 
them not to be bored with our food. So our menu is divided into four 
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weeks: week one, two, three, and four. And each day—Sunday, Monday, 
Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday—is entirely different than the day 
before, and that week is entirely different than the other week. 
 So the team in our kitchen is not going to be cooking the same 
dish except once every month. So teaching that to someone skilled, 
he is not going to get it, and he refuses to get it. But teaching it to a 
nonskilled person, he is going to get it faster.

Knowledge@Wharton: What’s your favorite thing on the menu?
 
Jammal: The salads are amazing. And if I feel like the main course, I 
would never eat it outside; it always has to come from here. If I don’t 
cook it personally, then it has to come from the kitchen. And my 
favorite is the chicken curry. 

Knowledge@Wharton: Along with transforming the lunchtime 
meal options, do you think you have also set new standards for this 
emerging industry?

Jammal: The first couple of years, yes, definitely, because we set the 
bar much higher than the norm in the market. And so all the other 
competitors had to abide by it. At the time, there weren’t any other 
direct competitors. There were other restaurants or coffee chains that 
were available in these companies, and when you provide the client 
with the variety that we provide, they have to abide by our standards, 
which is pretty high.

Knowledge@Wharton: Once you get competitors, how do you try to 
stay ahead of the pack?

Jammal: With the variety and the quality—and we have an excellent 
quality-price ratio and if a company is seeking quality and looking for 
that, we are the best in that. But if they want to decrease the quality, 
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I am sure there are a million other people that do it. But to get what 
we provide—the variety, the service, the cleanliness, the hygiene, 
everything—we have a good competitive edge in that.

Knowledge@Wharton: What is it like to work with your husband?

Jammal: Very tough!

Knowledge@Wharton: In what way?

Jammal: In the beginning, we were about to divorce a million times  
in the first year, but I mean, especially when you start up a company, 
you don’t know exactly who is handling what, so it’s very difficult  
in the beginning. But then, as the business grows and the module 
proceeds, you start to be able to delegate and put who is responsible 
for what, what department is under whose jurisdiction, to be able to 
do a better job.
 You can’t lead the boat with two captains; it has to be just one 
captain. So we have sort of bisected the hierarchy of the company and 
created the hierarchy for the company and started saying, “Okay, in 
five years’ time, we want this hierarchy plotted in with names,” and this 
is how we proceeded to differentiate.
 I mean it is definitely not fun; it has to be very clear from the 
beginning who is handling what task and whose responsibilities  
go above who, and who has say in what—it really comes down to 
that. I have final call in this and this and that and he has a final call in  
other areas. 

Knowledge@Wharton: During the 2011 revolution and subsequent 
periods of unrest, did you have to modify your operations or services?

Jammal: We are not a restaurant. In a restaurant, if there’s people—after 
going down to Tahrir, for example—if they are part of that movement, 
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they go to a restaurant [and] have shisha or eat and spend some money, 
and it’s going to be fun. But in our business, companies close, and they 
closed the last week of January and two and a half weeks of February 
2011, so that affected directly our bottom line. And every time there 
is turbulence or problems in Tahrir or something, employees leave 
early.... Most of my food is cooked fresh, [so] I can’t reuse it. So if the 
company employees decide to leave early, I have to throw [away] that 
food. So it did affect me big time on the bottom line.
 The way we had to deal with it is we had to decrease severely 
the prior level and we had to communicate with all our clients, our 
company heads, that we will be, on most days, short on food rather 
than [having] no food.
 We sent out letters telling these companies that a lot of times you 
are going to have a shortage in the food, and you can’t say anything 
because we’ve taken a lot of losses and we are not capable of increasing 
the selling price, so this is our way of keeping the consumption, the 
quality.
 And most companies, we reached the point where they would tell 
us, “By the way”—because of the elections, for example—“tomorrow is 
going to be a half day so maybe you shouldn’t send hot meals, you just 
send some breakfast stuff and some sandwiches,” and they would help 
us, I mean informally.

Knowledge@Wharton: What do you think about the word entrepren-
eurship? Do you like the word or not? Does it mean anything to you?

Jammal: This is the first time anybody actually ever asked that, and it’s 
a nice question. I am not sure if I like the word; I am not sure if one 
can easily associate with it. But if you want to put me under a category, 
I would definitely call myself more of a business owner rather than 
an entrepreneur; because maybe entrepreneur—maybe I understand it 
wrong, I don’t know—means like one of those nice ladies with home-
based businesses, maybe like that. But of course, now the meaning of 
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entrepreneur is wider, the scope has become wider to take in people 
like myself and my husband and businesspeople opening companies. 
And then you can call them entrepreneurs and then high-impact 
entrepreneurs, but saying “high-impact entrepreneur” puts big weight 
on our shoulders to actually have to live up to that.
 High-impact means that you have to grow the companies 
exponentially and you have to hire a lot of people and you have to 
do a lot of corporate social responsibility [CSR] and give back to the 
community and all that. So it does put weight, so yeah, I like it, I like 
the word, because it does put some weight on my shoulders, and we 
were trying to live up to it.

Knowledge@Wharton: What kind of CSR does El Matbakh do? 

Jammal: All the food that is not being used has to go to the food 
bank. We don’t give it to the staff, we give it to the food bank, that 
distributes it, of course, to less-privileged people, and we deal with a 
charity organization that has orphanages for young kids and orphans 
and less-privileged kids from the community. And when they do their 
fund-raising, we do the entire catering, and when they do outings for 
the orphans, we actually provide for that.

Knowledge@Wharton: What would you tell a woman who’s looking 
to start her own business?

Jammal: She definitely has to have a clear business plan ... and an 
alternative business plan to that. I would advise her to invest some of 
her money in the beginning more in the market research and actually 
formulating a very concise business plan, when it comes to the financial 
side, and knowing exactly what selling price you should work upon, 
the cost structure.
 And by hiring a group of people that would be able to guide her. 
Obviously, she won’t be able to hire a financial manager from day one, 
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but let her spend some of that capital money on not researching the 
product as much as researching the financial aspect of her business, it 
would help.

Knowledge@Wharton: While you were being raised in Lebanon, 
what kind of women populated your upbringing? Did you see women 
leading businesses? 

Jammal: Lebanese women are very proactive, and if they are not doing 
something on a business level, they are doing something on a charity 
level. And you always see the Lebanese women doing something, or on 
an events level, or wanting to create a new business, design something 
new, delve into the training or the PR or something like that.
 My biggest role model, so to speak, who helped me create a self-
motivation kind of thing, was my mother. Because we had a bit of an 
experience of her having to go through and become an entrepreneur, 
if you want to say, and having to make it and being successful and the 
hardship and all that, and so I saw it.
 She worked in this line of business a little bit, and it didn’t work, 
but then she worked in flower arrangement and events companies. So 
she made it on that level.
 So I saw that hands on and how hard it was going to be.

Knowledge@Wharton: And yet still, you were ready to jump right 
into the entrepreneurial pit.

Jammal: I mean, at the end of the day when you see the results, it’s 
nice. It’s something that you created, it’s entirely different than being 
an employee. It’s very different than meeting the target somebody else 
put for you.

Knowledge@Wharton: What role or responsibilities do entrepreneurs 
have in contemporary Egypt?
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Jammal: The ones that are financially established, they should be able to 
have a hand in educating not at school, but in educating the workforce, 
because a lot of people don’t have work ethics. And so I think us as 
entrepreneurs, if you’re financially stable, you should have a part in 
that. For example, we’re planning on opening a training program for 
people in the hotel, food, and beverage industries.

Knowledge@Wharton: Do you go down to the central kitchen often?

Jammal: No, I don’t.

Knowledge@Wharton: Why not?

Jammal: Not my jurisdiction. I have nothing to do with the kitchen 
whatsoever. If there’s anybody who can go in the kitchen and help  
out and have a say other than the executive chef, it’s my husband,  
it’s not me.

Knowledge@Wharton: So the kitchen is a place, then, for the husband.

Jammal: Absolutely. In our case, yes. 
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Loula Zaklama:
The Unwitting Pioneer
—Nafeesa Syeed

A half-century ago, Loula Zaklama became an unwitting pioneer of 
female entrepreneurship. It was necessity that drove her to become a 
pathbreaker in Egypt’s business landscape. Her husband had set up an 
advertising agency credited with being the first privately owned such firm 
in Egypt. Then he was imprisoned under President Gamal Abdel Nasser’s 
regime. Left to support two young children, Zaklama grabbed the reins of 
the fledgling company. In 1982 she established Rada Research and Public 
Relations, a marketing research and public relations firm, of which 
she is president and managing director, working with multinational 
corporations in the Egyptian market. She has gone on to serve as president 
of the International Public Relations Association, and in 2006, Forbes 
named her among 50 leading Arab businesswomen in the Middle East.
 In her Cairo office, mementos marking her long career line the walls. 
A small framed icon of the Virgin Mary, a sign of her Coptic upbringing, 
rests on a shelf. Now a grandmother, the petite and prim Zaklama has 
seen it all. She recalls entering meetings with only men sitting at the table, 
a time when the number of women entrepreneurs could be counted on a 
few fingers. She turned to mentors and has since become a guide to many 
others. Looking back, this Upper Egypt native reflects on schooling herself 
in unfamiliar fields, tackling an unforgiving public sector, reshaping 
the marketing and PR landscape, and standing up for transparency 
and ethics. There are some brilliant young Egyptian women, she says,  
who have especially excelled in the field. As Egypt and neighboring 
countries reinvent themselves, the 73-year-old Zaklama provides  
well-seasoned insight on beating the odds and maintaining longevity in 
ever-changing times.

An edited transcript of the conversation follows.
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Knowledge@Wharton: What were some of the setbacks you faced in 
establishing your ventures over the years?

Loula Zaklama: Let’s go to the most difficult period of my life, which 
was in 1962, and I wouldn’t wish those years to my bitterest enemy, if 
had one. I was young, and my husband was in detention. I was left with 
two kids. I was 20 years old. I had no money, and so I had to work. That 
is the bottom line.
 I had to work in the public-sector-dominated economy [which did 
not want the] private sector [to prosper or] exist at all. So I was fighting 
for existence, and I was fighting something which I could not fight. 
It was not a law as much as it is an attitude or a culture that you, the 
private sector, should not exist. So I was fighting a system. I was not 
fighting another competitor who was better than me. I was fighting a 
system, and the system said you should not exist.
 There were few of us in the private sector: Some had to leave, some 
closed down, some continued. I continued. I continued not because 
I’m smart. I continued because I had no alternative. I had no choice. I 
had to survive, so it was a fight for survival, not because I wanted to be 
the great guru of advertising or PR. I wanted to survive and I survived. 

Knowledge@Wharton: How did you overcome those challenges? How 
were you able to surpass the forces that suppressed private enterprise? 

Zaklama: First of all, I must say by the grace of God. I’m very strong 
in faith and grace of God. I said, “God help me. I’m all alone here. I’m 
fighting this whole battle on my own. I can’t fight on my own.” … It’s 
not that I just threw the whole burden on God—I had to do something 
about it. The something about it was that I had to learn the profession. 
I did not know the profession, and we were not spoiled as you guys are 
spoiled, where you can get something in the internet and get all the 
info. It had to be through writing a letter to an institute somewhere 
to send me books so that I can read and study the profession that I’m 



Arab Women Rising

106

trying to practice, and I did this very well. And then I had the outgoing 
personality; God gave me this personality of being outgoing. 
 I was trying to save a couple of clients that we still had, and the 
clients were being threatened by the public sector. I mean it was sort 
of a blackmail, with the public sector saying to clients, “Unless you 
leave this company, you leave Loula, we’re going to throw you out of 
the country altogether. You’re going to be banned out of Egypt–khalas, 
that’s it. You have to work with the public sector. Why are you working 
with a private company?” The answer was they’re getting very good 
service, because I was killing myself. I was killing myself to service the 
clients, killing myself literally. If some of the clients say, go at seven 
o’clock in the morning to the Hilton, I would be there at the door of the 
Hilton at 7 a.m., and I had to deliver what the public sector could not 
deliver, which is the personal service. The public sector was power. I 
was service.
 There was not a law that says you have to leave. It was just a threat: 
Leave her. You have to work with us. Some clients immediately left. 
“Our interest is with the public sector. Yes, we’re not getting the same 
service, we’re not getting the same quality, but that’s it, we’re going.” 
Others stood by me, and to this day, the guy who stood in front of the 
people, who stood by me, is now eighty, and he said, “I don’t give in to 
that. Nobody tells me who to hire and who to fire.” So, that’s just how I 
survived, with the few who stuck by me.
 The first challenge was fighting the public sector. That was the era 
of Gamal Abdel Nasser. Just to survive as a business in an economy 
dominated by the public sector, that was the biggest challenge, survival—
and I learned. As the years went by, I kept learning, learning, learning, 
learning. I was dying but learning, because I have a passion for learning. 
 Then came the period of President Anwar Sadat, an open-door 
policy. I was still there, so companies came to me because I was there. 
Everybody else had gone. 

Knowledge@Wharton: How did you evolve under the ‘infitah’, or 
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open-door policy, under Sadat? It sounds like the private sector had 
some opportunity to grow.

Zaklama: I survived, and I was there, and so the business came in. 
And again, I needed to be up-to-date. We had no contact with the 
outside world. So I was corresponding with people and writing letters 
and typing on the typewriter and all those medieval ways of running a 
business. Then I finally came into this magnificent era of the entry of 
the multinationals in Egypt, and I was the only game in town.
 I was still in basic advertising. Multinationals looked at this big 
market—well, at that time we were only 60 million—so it was still a big 
market, with no products at all. There was nothing in Egypt. There was 
one soap [brands], there was one oil. The Procter & Gambles and the 
Unilevers and Johnson and Johnsons of this world started thinking, 
“Hey, this is a big country. Who’s there?” Me. 
 Then came this challenge. Market research? What’s that? Companies 
said, “Oh, we want to do research on ATM machines.” I said, “What’s an 
ATM? Never seen one.” Somehow they had faith in me because I was 
young and enthusiastic and wanting to learn and very open.
 There’s an institute in Cincinnati, Ohio, called the Burke Institute. 
Procter and Gamble sent me there, saying, “You’re going to do seven 
courses in Burke, so we can give you the business in one year.” This was 
usually done over three years or something. I went back and forth to 
the United States, and I finally got the degree from Burke to understand 
market research, marketing research and consumer behavior—and I 
got the P & G business. 

Knowledge@Wharton: After taking those courses, how did you 
implement what you learned, in what sounds like a new frontier for 
marketing in the Egyptian context?

Zaklama: We had to start educating the market about what a product 
was: “What’s a shampoo? A detergent, what’s that?”
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 So, basically, I had to learn how to change the market from method 
to product, and once everybody got into product, then the challenge 
was brand versus brand, but I was not into brand versus brand yet. I 
have to do product versus myth.
 It’s fascinating—it still fascinates me, the history of the behavioral 
changes in this country, and I had a lot to do with it.
 So, there was a market research component, which is understanding 
what consumers are doing. How they are washing their hair? How 
are they washing their clothes? Okay, we’ve learned this. How do we 
get them to graduate from this method into a product? It comes in 
public relations and communication, so I married the two. I studied 
the research and I got into PR to be able to tell the story to change the 
attitudes and the behavior. That is why this company is marketing, 
research and public relations. We find out the research results and 
we design the communication accordingly, which nobody else does.  
And I love it.
 Now, it is becoming a very competitive market, and now I specialize 
much more into strategic communication, corporate communication 
strategy, communications crisis management, communication and 
media training. In the beginning it was very basic. It was just changing 
habits. Now the challenges are much more, because the needs have 
developed, and I change with the needs.

Knowledge@Wharton: Being among the early women entrepreneurs, 
have you found that your being female ever presented any special 
hurdles? Were things stacked against you in any way? 

Zaklama: Will I shock you if I say, if I were a man, I would have faced 
exactly the same challenges? I was never facing a challenge because I 
was a woman. I was facing a challenge because of the market situation 
and because of my entering into areas which I did not understand, and 
I had to fight, to learn so fast. If I were a man, I would have had the 
same challenges.



Part Three: Entrepreneurs

109

Knowledge@Wharton: When you were starting out, were there that 
many women founding or owning their own businesses? 

Zaklama: It was not common at all. There was one woman who, for 
me, was my mentor and she was my role model. Unfortunately, she 
passed away.… She was Soad Sawaf. She was the only person, but she 
was a businesswoman. I was not a businesswoman; I’m a technician. 
I’m a technician in market research and PR. She had a trading company  
and she was doing extremely well, and I had the highest admiration for 
her and I often—when I was way down and crying and screaming— 
used to go to her and say, “Auntie Soad, What do I do? Look at what 
they’re doing to me, and what can I do?” And she was my mentor. 
 It was most uncommon, but on the other hand, both she and I,  
at that time, were very highly respected in the community because  
we were in the business we know, and second, we knew how to  
behave ourselves with the highest respect, so they respected us because 
of our knowledge.

Knowledge@Wharton: What was your family’s reaction when you 
were blazing the trail to build your business? 

Zaklama: It was my own family who was shocked at me, because I come 
from Upper Egypt with a very conservative family.… My mother was  
35. She had never ever gone out of the house alone, so for her, this was 
shocking: “I don’t want my daughter to be exposed to sitting with men 
and talking to men and going out with men and all these things.” She 
didn’t like [it] at all, but then she knew I had no choice. She looked 
after my kids when I was working. My husband was very supportive, 
even though he’s Upper Egyptian, too.

Knowledge@Wharton: You were very young when you jumped 
into the business world. Can you describe what it was like going to a 
meeting at that point?
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Zaklama: Like hell; it was scary. Especially when I had to go somewhere 
else where I felt I was not up to it. Don’t forget that I was new in the 
business. I was not as confident. I mean now I can challenge anybody 
in PR. But at that time, I was new, and I remember once I went to 
London for a meeting. I was being exposed to these very sophisticated, 
high-caliber guys. I was dead scared because I wasn’t sure of myself. I 
hadn’t mastered the art yet. 

Knowledge@Wharton: What are some of the concepts and practices 
from the fields of PR and research that you introduced to Egypt? 

Zaklama: The main thing where I have been instrumental, all these 
years, is the transfer of the graduation from pure marketing research 
into developing communication strategies. I introduced that, and I’ve 
done it very well and I have succeeded in that. I did not invent it, but 
I initiated it in Egypt— to graduate from public relations into public 
diplomacy which is a very, very sophisticated communication now.
 It started when I became president of the world PR association. 
My predecessor had started this, and he wanted to introduce this on a 
worldwide basis. We are no longer public relations; we are diplomats 
for our companies that we represent. In other words, public relations 
is the most important tool in a company; it is more important than 
advertising and more than earning, because it deals with reputation.
 So it deals with the most valuable asset that you have, which is 
your reputation. So if I’m protecting your reputation, I should be at 
the highest level; that means you with the CEO. When the CEO is 
making the decision, we diplomats have to explain that decision before 
he makes it, not after. This is a very new concept that we’re introducing 
here. It’s a different way of looking at communication. If you make 
a decision to downsize your company, you have to explain it before 
you make the decision, “I’m downsizing or I’m closing down a specific 
production line. Instead of having 10 production lines, I’m doing 
nine.” Explain before you make the decision. What happens is that the 
decision is made and hell breaks loose. 
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 So what we are doing on a worldwide basis is two things, which 
I have also introduced—and these things I have not invented myself; 
these are objectives of the PR association, of PR worldwide. One is 
this high level of PR. It should be ranked at the highest level; it should 
not be part of marketing (that is one thing), and it should be at the 
decision-making process with the highest decision making. 
 The second point is media transparency—because we cannot 
control social media, but saying to the press and print, “We are not 
allowed to pay for space.” For example, a journalist covers the opening 
of the factory, the launch of the product, the launch of the concept—
whatever it is—we are not allowed to pay for that space in public 
relations. Then it becomes an advert. If it’s paid, it has to be shown  
as paid.
 And so that is another thing that we have introduced in Egypt, 
and we block it and we fight like hell, because we have some fabulous 
journalists in this country. Some very high-profile people who come 
up and they write a story (good and bad) and they go and they give it to 
the editing desk, and the desk says, “Now, you’ve mentioned the name 
of McDonald’s in this story, then McDonald’s should pay for it.”
 If they start mixing the advertising with the stories, I say, “We will 
not pay for the story. We will not pay the cost of that space, no way.” It is 
still happening in Egypt, and I’m fighting it and I’ll continue to fight it.

Knowledge@Wharton: What was your approach or strategy as 
your company grew? How were you able to make your enterprises 
sustainable?

Zaklama: My strategy is motivation, because I can’t do it alone. I 
need to motivate my people continuously. Motivation can come in 
various forms. One is that everybody in the company feels that they 
are part of the family. It is a family business—I have my daughters and 
granddaughters and everyone, but everybody in this company feels like 
they are part of this family. And that is a very important part of their 



Arab Women Rising

112

involvement. They have to be engaged in the company. I give them the 
freedom to engage with clients. I give them the freedom to come up 
with ideas of their own. 
 Another thing is sustainability … through evolution. Things change 
by the minute, especially in this day and age. When I started the business, 
who would have thought of something called Facebook, Twitter, email? 
Today, you have to keep up with new tools in public relations, new tools 
in research, new methods, new approaches, new dimensions, especially 
this approach of public diplomacy versus public relations.
 What’s needed to stay sustainable: knowledge, keeping up to date, 
motivation.

Knowledge@Wharton: What are areas of expertise that could be 
strengthened now in Egypt, when it comes to PR or market research? 
What skills are lacking among emerging professionals?

Zaklama: It’s understanding the true function of PR. It is still, again, 
not understood that it is the backbone for success or failure. Because 
there is still this concept that PR is a press release: It is very simple, it 
is very easy. You go [to] a client, you get briefed and you write a press 
release and you have a press conference, and that’s it. 
 No, you are dealing with the most important asset: it is your 
reputation and how to get this reputation and protect this reputation. 
And to put PR where it belongs: Up there. There is still this notion that 
PR is down here and could be part of marketing, which [is] the worst 
thing that can happen. It is not marketing, it is not sales, and it has to 
go directly to the top. 
 Of course, we have to teach what is PR. I mean, I hate to say this, 
but I have been a judge on some of the graduation products in one of 
the Egyptian universities—I gave each graduation project a zero. It is 
the confusion with advertising. And it kills me.
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Knowledge@Wharton: Where do you see female entrepreneurship 
going in the coming years? Do you think or hope more women will 
follow in your footsteps?

Zaklama: I see women getting much more into entrepreneurship, even 
at the lowest level, and the government is supporting it. The whole 
country is supporting women entrepreneurs, because they are building 
the economy. Corporate social responsibility programs at companies 
are helping women either with finance or with technology or with 
getting started. 
 I am very optimistic about women—small entrepreneurs are going 
to help the economy of this country. It is not the big guys; it is not the 
mega projects anymore. It’s this series of very small microentrepreneurs 
that is going to save this country.

Knowledge@Wharton: Egypt is undergoing immense change, and 
the next generation will be setting the country’s course in the coming 
decades. What message do you want to send them and other young 
Arabs as they look to the future? 

Zaklama: My goal, vocation, aspiration to what I want to do is give 
hope to young people—that they do not give up. From my rich 
experience, I want to convey this very strong message: No matter how 
tough, how difficult, do not give up hope. Because everybody now has 
sort of a depressed mood. 
 I want to give hope to young people to fight, to have faith in 
God, to work hard, to learn. Never give up. That’s my word; that’s my 
message to the young people, young entrepreneurs, young people 
getting into careers, whatever it is. I have made it my ultimate goal 
now—to keep hammering this message, because in my business, when 
we teach communication, we say no matter how often you say the same 
message, keep saying it, and keep repeating it. So I shall keep repeating 
it till the end of my life: give hope to young people.
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Rana El Chemaitelly:
Inspired to Create a Science Education Franchise
—Rahilla Zafar

When Rana El Chemaitelly’s son was seven, she grew 
concerned about how much time he spent playing video 
games. On top of that, she began to notice that the more 

time he spent playing them, the more unsociable he became. Coming 
from a mechanical engineering background, El Chemaitelly wasn’t 
impressed with the after-school programs that were being offered in 
Lebanon. She began to create a curriculum so her son and his friends 
could work in teams on projects such as constructing robots, making 
solar panels, and building simple and complex machines. She wanted 
to create an “edutainment” experience where they’d have fun but also 
learn about engineering and renewable energy. Team building was 
an important component of the learning experience she developed, 
because increasingly she felt that young children were spending too 
much time alone on digital devices. It was a concern many Lebanese 
parents had. Her playgroup quickly turned into a business called The 
Little Engineer, with six locations within Lebanon and inquiries from 
over 18 countries to open a franchise. 
 Since opening The Little Engineer in 2009, Rana El Chemaitelly 
has become one of Lebanon’s most visionary leaders in education. She 
credits her ability to scale and be a step ahead of competitors through 
continuously focusing on developing new curricula and drawing more 
customers. “By the time someone’s managed to copy one thing I’ve 
been doing, I’ve already created even more offerings,” she explains. 
One way she gets inspiration to create new curricula is by watching 
children play. She recalls when her son was not having success getting 
his homemade paper airplane to fly, she decided to include it into the 
Little Engineer curriculum so young students could understand the 
science behind how a plane flies.
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 While El Chemaitelly may have found a niche market, she says her 
entrepreneurial path has not been easy. Her business has now been 
franchised in countries including Egypt, Libya, Qatar, Russia, and 
Saudi Arabia, but she initially had no idea what to do when people 
contacted her from overseas interested in opening an international 
branch. “My proficiency is in developing curriculum, not franchising, 
so I had to find a partner who could help me develop a model, and it 
took us seven months,” she says. Through friends, she was referred to 
Mohammad Shihan, who has experience managing regional operations 
of multinational companies. While El Chemaitelly still owns the rights 
to The Little Engineer’s businesses in Lebanon, she has made her 
new partner cofounder for The Little Engineer’s international entity. 
In terms of franchising, she says it’s still a partnership. “A franchisee 
should have the vision of why they’re doing this and be willing to 
operate the business full time. It’s not something you can excel at if you 
do it part time,” she explains.
 Over the years, El Chemaitelly has managed to grow her 
business in Lebanon without taking investor money, using incoming 
profits to expand. She’s also won large cash prizes after getting first 
place in competitions early on, such as the MIT Arab Business Plan 
Competition in 2010. Once she tried to borrow $7,000 from the bank, 
but she said the process became too time consuming and complex. 
“They asked me to prove I was an employee of this company, and I had 
to explain I was the owner,” she says. She ended up taking the money 
from a savings account she had set up for her children. Thankfully for 
them, she has not only recovered the money but says that by the time 
they’re 18, she hopes it will have grown 10 times its current size, having 
been invested in her business. She’s been offered large sums of money 
by angel investors and venture capitalists in exchange for a portion 
of ownership in The Little Engineer but has declined these offers. “I 
don’t need someone’s money; money is already coming in through the 
business. What I need are people who can help me continue to grow,” 
she says. Today, The Little Engineer has worked with thousands of kids 
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in Lebanon alone, initially conducting two-hour evening courses after 
school. It also began to partner with summer camps, and worked with 
2,500 children during its first summer. In addition, the company has 
been invited to conduct workshops abroad in places such as Ethiopia, 
Oman, Saudi Arabia, Sri Lanka, and the United Arab Emirates. While 
initially starting out working with young children from 4 years old 
and up, El Chemaitelly has also developed programs for teenagers and 
young adults. 
 Not only did The Little Engineer start out catering to those from 
all ethnic and religious backgrounds in Lebanon, El Chemaitelly has 
also designed special programs for children with learning and physical 
disabilities. Recently she’s launched The Little Engineer Foundation, 
supported by grants and by companies doing CSR programs with 
rural students in Lebanon. “If we can excel in Lebanon, we can excel 
anywhere in the world,” El Chemaitelly says. “This is one of the hardest 
places to launch anything because of the constraint of politics and 
instability.” One day when she was opening a new center, people were 
burning tires on the street, and she wondered if she should be investing 
there. Another challenge is constant electricity and power failure, which 
makes running a business difficult. “If I had launched this in a different 
country, it would have been easier to start and grow,” she admits. 
 Although El Chemaitelly has won numerous international awards 
including, the Cartier Women’s Initiative Award, she’s never received 
any support or recognition from the Lebanese government or its 
Ministry of Education. “If I were a successful belly dancer, I’d be 
promoted on television and recognized by the government,” she says, 
adding that education initiatives are often overlooked. Advice she 
offers is that there are big business opportunities in Lebanon, but you 
must be able to persevere, and realize that things don’t come easily. She 
recalls the time she contacted a company in the United States, offering 
to be their representative in Lebanon and the Middle East—with no 
success. Once she’d won the Cartier Award, they suddenly contacted 
her, asking if they could be her partner and if she could promote their 
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products, adding that they wanted to grow with her. “When you pitch 
at the beginning, a lot of people don’t take you seriously,” she says.
 El Chemaitelly graduated from the American University in Beirut 
in 1993, at the top of her class and with the hope of finding a very 
challenging job outside the scope of a traditional engineering position. 
In 1997 she launched her venture in digital photography, and her 
company was the market leader for seven years. She went back and 
completed a graduate degree, studying management. She already has 
her next idea in the works and will consider selling The Little Engineer 
once she’s ready to launch, so she can give her new venture the same 
amount of focus. While she’s keeping the idea under wraps, it’s similar 
to The Little Engineer in that she hopes it’ll help bring positive change 
to society.
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Sally Sabry and Doaa Zaki:
Behind the Success of Modesty Covers in Egypt
—Nafeesa Syeed

After her first daughter’s birth, Sally Sabry received a nursing 
cover from the United States from her cousin. Sabry thought 
it was better than covering up with a shawl or using a bottle, 

as most Egyptian women did when feeding their infants in public. But 
the covers were uncommon, and the few who knew about them had 
to depend on someone bringing the apron-like wraps from abroad. 
Sabry, the new mother, approached her old friend Doaa Zaki with the 
question: Why not make a nursing cover in Egypt?
 Since introducing breastfeeding covers to the Egyptian market 
in 2006, these friends turned business partners have sold thousands 
through stores and online with their Cairo-based company, Best 
Mums. They have since expanded their product line to include 
nursing pillows, baby beddings, nappy wallets, and girls’ prayer sets. 
As they aim to bring to Egypt practical and affordable items that make 
mothering easier, they are keeping a keen eye on the design and caliber 
of their items. They’re proud of using all local material and elevating 
homegrown goods. “Here we have the idea that if it’s Egyptian, it’s 
the worst,” says Sabry, now 28. “When you buy, you try to search for 
anything imported, not Egyptian. Egyptian is the poorest. We tried to 
make a brand with high quality—and it’s Egyptian.” 
 This ties in with their hope of creating employment opportunities, 
the 27-year-old Zaki says, especially in a period of Egypt’s struggling 
economy. At the same time, they say they’re defying stereotypes of 
women who wear the niqab [face veil], as they choose to do, showing 
that rather than being mute, they are active in their pursuits and in 
their desire to impact their surroundings. 
 Neither Sabry nor Zaki intended to go into business. They met a 
decade ago during a religious lecture given by a sheikh. While most 
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of the crowd were somber, the two were giggling teenage girls. Since  
then, they have become inseparable. Sabry later went on to study 
architecture, and Zaki went into dentistry. Sabry married first and had 
two daughters; Zaki wedded after and now has two sons. When the 
idea of the nursing covers first emerged, Zaki, then in her final year 
at Ain Shams University, went to the textile district around Al Azhar 
Street in old Cairo to collect material for their prototype. Working with 
a tailor, they made four nursing covers modeled after the one Sabry 
had gotten from overseas, and then sold those to friends in one sitting. 
They spent a lot of time and their own money getting the end product 
right, visiting numerous shops to narrow down the appropriate fabric, 
and testing samples on themselves and their friends. “There were 
many mistakes at first,” Sabry says. “We learned the textile was very 
heavy; then we knew we should make it soft.” They opted for 100% 
cotton, which they say is better for babies. It also took them time to 
find tailors, and tried out many until they found the ones who could 
deliver the high standards they sought. 
 Meanwhile, Best Mums had to explain the utility of the product to 
prospective consumers and sellers. “It took time to be known,” Sabry 
says. The women created a logo and took out ads in magazines, went to 
baby fairs and bazaars and family sports clubs, and created a popular 
Facebook page. A relative of Sabry’s whose father owns the Love and 
Care chain of stores initially took a dozen nursing covers for the shops. 
Sabry and Zaki spread the word first among friends, and soon the 
chain started asking for larger quantities to stock up on. The women 
also got help from a friend’s husband who sells breast pumps to stores; 
he took some of the nursing covers along with him to his clients. And 
when the women passed by shops selling baby supplies, they would 
approach the owners and pitch their product. 
 They now work with a factory that produces 500 covers every few 
months, which go out to about 10 shops in Cairo and Alexandria. They 
also have individual resellers in Suez and elsewhere in the country, and 
amass sales on their website. “I think the one who most encouraged 
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us was Sally’s father,” Zaki says, noting they absorbed his advice at 
each interval, since he and Sabry’s uncle also own a business. “Then 
the second one was my husband, I have to say that,” Zaki says. “He 
helped me a lot, in every way, I think.” Her husband never told her she 
shouldn’t go to certain areas or neighborhoods for her work, instead 
assisting her in finding marketing resources and even helping her take 
the coverings to shops. (Sabry says that in the beginning, her husband 
didn’t want her to go to the densely crowded Al Azhar area, but later 
on said, ‘It’s okay; no problem, go, go!’)
 Besides being a product, nursing covers seem to serve a higher 
purpose, too. Because they’re easy to use, women are more motivated 
to breastfeed, which Zaki says is better for children. As she and Sabry 
were developing the covers, they consulted more than one Islamic 
sheikh, concerned whether it would be permissible to use the covers in 
public spaces, since their colors tended to be bright. Religious leaders 
told them, in fact, that it was a good idea, because it reinforced the 
notion of modest covering, especially of the awra, or private areas of 
the body, which they believe must be concealed before other women 
as well as male relatives. The women’s covers are accessible, too, since 
they are priced from 70 EGP ($11.60), compared to at least US$30 
bought from abroad.
 For all that their business has grown, it’s still a hands-on 
undertaking for Sabry and Zaki. They continue to buy the textiles, 
transport the material to the tailors, and pick up the orders. Before 
the merchandise is ready for retail, the women individually pack each 
nursing cover. At her home, Sabry demonstrates how she rapidly folds 
the cardboard package, a task that she could now do blindfolded. Their 
families also help out. “We use everyone in the family,” Sabry says. 
Zaki describes the scene at her house: “Sometimes, when I make these 
boxes, I bring it out in my living room, and you can’t find anything to 
sit in.” Because she has continued with her dentistry practice, there are 
times when she must take orders to her clinic, if the covers have to be 
dropped somewhere nearby. The women hope at some point to be able 



Arab Women Rising

122

to hire more staff to take on these roles.
 The women are also eager to fulfill their goal of contributing to 
their country. “It’s a bigger idea to help Egypt,” Zaki says, likening their 
job to charity work that runs deeper than mere financial gain. Maybe 
it can be a way to help the many unemployed youth and men and 
women, she says. “After what happened in Egypt, I hope we can help 
our society.”
 Though they’re the kind of friends who can finish each other’s 
sentences, the two women have distinct dispositions, which carry 
over into their roles in running their business. “Sally is a little bit more 
forward-dreaming,” Zaki says. With her arts and design background, 
the subtle yet discerning Sabry makes the call on the colors and 
patterns. The breastfeeding covers are season-themed in different 
sizes, with names like “Summer Garden” (with flashy green- and blue-
petaled flowers) and “Dark Night” (with white lace against solid black). 
She takes pictures of the products, edits them in Photoshop (which she 
taught herself how to use), and posts them on the company website, 
for which she’s responsible. Sabry displays the notebooks she fills up 
whenever a new idea pops into her head. 
 If Sabry oversees the creative aspect of the operation, she says 
Zaki heads the management and money. When Sabry wanted to buy 
additional textiles or extra patterns, Zaki would put her foot down. 
“She used to say, ‘No, we can’t buy now, we don’t have money’... and 
she used to hide money from me,” Sabry recalls with a chuckle. Zaki, 
who is highly expressive and energetic, is responsible for the orders 
and inventory. She gets excited when orders come in, telling Sabry, “I 
have to make it now!” Promptness and deadlines are critical for her. As 
the covers come in from the factory, she counts them piece by piece. 
She recently juggled her second pregnancy with her Best Mums work 
as well as maintaining her daily clinic shift and completing her higher 
dental diploma. A former Egyptian fencing champion who competed 
internationally, Zaki says this has always been her nature. “I can’t sleep 
when I have a task, so I have to finish my task to get sleep.”
 On her laptop, Sabry scrolls through myriad Facebook pages and 
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websites of other women who have started small businesses here. “I 
think [for] women there’s nothing wrong if she works and she makes 
something,” Sabry says. Seeing Best Mums’ success, other women have 
told Sabry and Zaki that they, too, want to start an enterprise and have 
asked for their help, but both stress that a strong work ethic and serious 
commitment are needed to get running. They say that thanks to better 
education and other factors, there has been a shift from the generation 
of their mothers who were dedicated to raising their families but didn’t 
work outside the home. “I think our mothers, they didn’t have the idea 
that they would have their own business, but now many women are 
doing business,” Sabry says. It’s also created an economic boost for 
some women. In the beginning, Zaki says she saw Best Mums as a side 
project, and they didn’t think so much about the financial profit. But 
she’s been surprised as their business has flourished, and says the extra 
income ended up helping her family when her husband lost his job for 
six months and when they needed to buy a car. 
 Being business owners who happen to wear face veils in public, 
Sabry and Zaki say they are turning perceptions upside down. In 
Egypt, “they think you are from there,” Zaki says, gesturing to the 
distance, “not from here.” Stereotypical images of women in niqab 
have them shuttered at home or out on a camel, she says. The line of 
questioning that she faces usually goes like this: “Are you working? 
Are you a dentist? Are you driving?” Even her family didn’t at first 
accept her donning the niqab. “So you know we have to prove that 
it’s not a hindrance,” she says. “We are helping mothers and working.” 
Zaki notes that Christians staff the main textile shop with which they 
partner. She says with all that’s happened in Egypt, including tensions 
along religious lines, this is a sign of positive relations between the 
faiths. She gets calls from the Christian shopkeeper informing her of 
new color arrivals, and he sometimes helps them make choices, and 
even gives them discounts. “These are good relations,” she says. “And 
we are not closed.”
 The way people judge niqab wearers, it’s as though “you are very 
gahla, ignorant,” Sabry says. “Even before wearing niqab, I wanted to 
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work. I mean, it was in my mind, I wasn’t closed-minded, that I have 
to get married and sit at home or anything. I mean I want to have a 
goal and make.” In her notebook, Sabry has detailed the three main 
objectives for the business in the new year, but with competitors now 
cropping up and copying their products and approach, she won’t reveal 
her plans for brand building. However, she says she hopes Best Mums 
will continue to spread to the corners of Egypt, and one day will be like 
Mothercare, the British retailer, with a large shop for kids. “I want to 
prove that we can make something, we can be something in this world 
and benefit other people,” she says. 
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Randa Abdou:
An Egyptian Marketing Expert Seeking
to Rebrand Her Country 
—Nafeesa Syeed

Poetry in hand, Randa Abdou would stand before luminaries  
of Egypt’s opposition movement. Her parents, founding 
members of the Al-Wafd party, urged their young daughter 

to recite her writings at their home. The audience, comprised of 
individuals suppressed under the regime of former president Gamal 
Abdel Nasser for their political activities and journalism, had done 
their share of jail time. 
 “I was very shy,” Abdou recalls. And yet she mustered the 
wherewithal and read aloud. “They encouraged me, and this gave me 
a lot of courage to address people publicly,” she says. “If these people 
faced what they faced, what is it that I could fear?” It gave me something 
in life. It gave me another perspective to life ... there shouldn’t be  
any fear.”
 Although she didn’t follow in her mother and father’s political 
footsteps, Abdou has dipped into that fearlessness cultivated within 
her at that early stage in making her mark in the business world as 
CEO of the Creative Lab Group. She founded Marketing Mix in 1996 
and then two spinoff companies: Creative Lab, an advertising agency; 
and Ice Branding, a corporate identity, packaging, and branding firm. 
Abdou has elevated Egyptian brands on a global scale, proving they  
can outwit international labels and even attract multinational  
acquisition. Yet reaching that point has called for her restoration of 
confidence in Egyptian brands’ potential, as well as a belief in oneself, 
in one another, in one’s place—as Egypt reshapes or rebrands itself as  
a country. 
 Abdou had done well working in marketing at the international 
firms Proctor & Gamble and then PepsiCo. Looking more locally in 
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the mid-1990s, however, she noticed a gap. “I learned a lot from these 
two multinationals, and what I saw around me was a lot of Egyptian 
companies that had the machinery, the products, the sales reps and 
everything, but they didn’t have the right marketing, or the right 
brands,” she says. “I saw an opportunity there and I said, ‘Okay, fine. If 
what I’ve been doing for the past years is this, and I know how it could 
be done, then I’d rather go out and help these companies have their 
own brands and establish strong brands.” 
 She then left the job she loved, throwing herself into the unknown. 
Other major companies approached her with offers, but she was 
determined. Her mother was left perplexed. “I remember very well 
that I was sitting in my room, on my bed, and my mom was really 
worried about me and she was like, ‘Why don’t you look at any of 
the opportunities that you have?’ And I said, ‘PepsiCo will be the last 
company I ever work for,’” Abdou says. “There’s just maybe a certain 
level of confidence that someone needs to get into this, and I had it at 
that point of time. And I could feel it.”
 Her business launched with merely a laptop and printer at her 
home. She wore flashy eyeglasses and overly formal suits, and asked her 
partner, who had joined her from PepsiCo, to grow out his mustache 
in an effort to appear older. Their competitors at the time were mostly 
university professors who worked as marketing consultants. Initially, 
the pair had to build confidence and convince clients that what they 
were offering was something new. “We were actually redefining or 
launching a new concept to the market, which is hands-on marketing. 
And our slogan then was ‘More than just consultancy,’” she says. “We 
follow through until the implementation.” 
 At age 30 when she started her enterprise, Abdou created a self-
brand comprising her know-how and past performance. A friend of 
a friend owned a cheese brand, and Abdou passed on ideas for his 
product. “Never stop giving, because when you give, you get paid 
back,” she says. When that man learned she was starting up her own 
consultancy, he asked for a meeting. Abdou scored her first contract. 
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Best Cheese Company is now the largest manufacturer of dairy 
products in Egypt, known for its President label, as well as the top food 
exporter in Egypt. More than 15 years later, Abdou still counts the 
company among her clients. 
 More than luck, Abdou points to her previous years in the field 
and the relationships she sowed for essentially bringing business to 
her. She says there’s a need for people to recalibrate their views on 
work in relation to their employers. “People think that they work 
for the companies, but I say they work for themselves,” she says. “A 
lot of people, they get frustrated because of their bosses. They get 
frustrated for many reasons around them and they just don’t do the 
job right, because they are feeling they don’t deserve this. They deserve  
this amount of my time or of my energy or of my life or anything. 
This is totally wrong, because at the end of the day, you are working to  
build a CV and this [is the] CV that you’re going to sell yourself  
with later on.”
 Before quitting PepsiCo, Abdou worked at Lay’s, the snacks brand, 
but left before the launch. She was approached by Chipsy, the Egyptian 
snackmaker, to do consulting, but the idea of moving from one 
company to work with the competition right away didn’t feel ethical, 
at least not before one year had passed. More than a year later, the call 
came: “We want you to do a commercial for us.” The company had 
been spending a lot of money, with no results. Abdou explained that 
her firm did marketing, not advertising. “They said, ‘We don’t care. 
We want you to come back tomorrow with an idea,’” she says. She and 
her team were unsure whether they could pull it off. But they put their 
heads together to brainstorm. And she penned the script for their first 
commercial. “Sometimes the opportunity comes; either you grab it or 
you just don’t. And this is one of the opportunities that came to us. If 
we had said, ‘We’re sorry, we won’t do it,’ the opportunity would have 
gone forever.” From there, many other companies approached them for 
advertising services, which helped give birth to her second company, 
Creative Lab.
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 Chipsy became her biggest client. Lay’s had taken a big bite out of 
Chipsy’s business. Just as she had set out to do, Abdou stepped in to 
promote the homegrown brand. Consumers said they had grown up 
with Chipsy and felt bad about the foreign brand edging in to destroy it. 
Her team zeroed in on this emotional link. “We felt that we needed to 
capitalize on this,” she says. They developed a patriotic, even nationalistic 
campaign. They contended that if you’re partial to the brand, you call 
yourself “chipsawy”, and by association, you’re “masrawy”, Egyptian.
To love the brand meant loving the country. “We were the first brand 
to come out and say, ‘Hey, we’re Egyptian. Be proud,’” she says. “This 
was in 1998, and this was not a popular approach at all. The popular 
approach was ‘Hey, I’m foreign. Come.’ So we reversed the whole thing, 
and since then, this kind of advertising has been like really growing, 
until we got our revolution,” she says with a laugh.
 The evocative message, interwoven with identity and aplomb, even 
caused Abdou to become emotional during presentations about the 
brand. She says achieving success with a multinational brand brings 
satisfaction, but with an Egyptian product, it’s extremely fulfilling, 
creating an unparalleled feeling. “I don’t know why in Egypt, sometimes 
we don’t believe in ourselves,” she says. She remembers her first client 
questioning how they would compete with foreign outlets. “It’s human 
beings who would manage the brands, who create the brands, who put 
[out] the plans. You need the expertise and you need human beings,” 
she says. “So, when you have them both, I don’t see why we cannot 
compete and why we cannot be as big as multinationals. We just need 
self-confidence, that’s it.”
 Such assuredness resulted in Chipsy regaining all the shares it had 
lost to Lay’s. Doomed to being forced out of the market, Lay’s made a 
move—buying Chipsy at three times its stock market value. Sitting in 
her office when she heard the news, Abdou cried. 
 Unable to deny the power of the local brand, the chip bags still 
bear the original Chipsy name. The new management went with other 
agencies, and Abdou’s firm lost the Chipsy account. Beyond being 
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their number one client, it was a brand with which they had become 
utterly attached. From the business angle, “this taught us a lesson, not 
to put all our eggs in one basket,” Abdou says. Instead of focusing on 
a couple of big brands, they shifted the strategy to spread work across 
several names in different sectors.
 Abdou’s businesses have gone on to work with other large Egyptian 
and multinational companies, unfurling new concepts and products, 
from youth debit cards to tortilla chips, to the market. They’ve also 
had to evolve as the marketing profession developed in Egypt and 
companies opened their own in-house departments, making her 
selling point the depth of expertise that can be partnered with what’s 
already at a company. She finds her biggest competition nowadays in 
advertising, with brands in the region drawn to international giants 
such as Leo Burnett and BBDO. “This is a very big challenge because 
these agencies, they come with a halo around them,” she says. Still, 
brands turn to her. Some have come after being with multinational 
firms, which she says is a sign that her business possesses the same 
standards and is as competitive as any other in the big leagues. And she 
hopes to expand elsewhere in the region.
 While education and training in the field is here, Abdou senses 
a missing dimension. “For me, marketing needs a lot of creativity,” 
she says. One time she reviewed graduation projects at a university 
and found the students’ analysis exceptional, but inquired: Where 
are the ideas? “The brand will not sell because of the analysis; it will 
sell because of the ideas,” she says. “And I feel there is a gap between 
business thinking and creativity.” In addition, creativity is critical 
when, in marketing, one is thrown into various industries. Abdou 
cites an example when her firm did consultancy for ExxonMobil’s 
industrial lubricants. They didn’t have any experience with them, but 
they borrowed strategies they’d used for cooking oil.
 It’s about the ability to look at things differently, she says. Abdou 
believes the solutions she’s come up with over the years that have 
turned brands around speak to her creativity. It is when she is being 
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creative, in fact, when she is perhaps most in her element. Slight and 
attired in a dark suit, Abdou points to a chair on the long end of the 
table in her company conference room. That’s where she usually sits. 
Never at the head of the table. But there, right of center. “I don’t like 
sitting at the head of the stage. I like to feel more of the group,” she says. 
In brainstorming sessions with the team, she listens, maybe jumps in 
with an idea, as the energy intensifies and concepts are planted and 
pruned. “These are my best moments, actually, because everything is 
possible,” she says. “You see, it’s like we’re starting from nowhere.... We 
can go this route, go that route, anything. So there is no limit, really, to 
what we think—except the client.”
 Along the way, Abdou has been flanked by committed partners 
who equally keep the show going. The threesome worked together 
at PepsiCo, knowing each other’s strengths and weaknesses. Now 
Abdou’s role is as an adviser and focusing on the strategic direction 
for brands, while one partner manages Creative Lab and the other 
manages Marketing Mix and Ice Branding. “One basic thing we have in 
common is our values,” she says. They are three very different people, 
but egos are set aside. Abdou says having the same ethics and values 
keeps them together when running the business. 
 The buzzword entrepreneurship entered Abdou’s vocabulary in 
the last decade, when she began receiving invitations to participate in 
and speak at programs on the subject. “I don’t know why, but for me 
entrepreneurship, it’s an attitude more than starting a business. Like, 
you could be an employee, but an entrepreneur at the same time,” she 
says. “It’s more of, like, the ability to take risks, the ability to make 
things happen, not to be, like, stranded or feeling like you cannot do 
it. No, it’s self-confidence. It’s a lot of things. I think it’s too limiting to 
say entrepreneurship is starting a business. I feel it’s a way of life.” For 
anyone looking to set up their own enterprise, Abdou insists that they 
need to have the right level of expertise and experience before diving in. 
 When she began, there weren’t too many women starting such 
businesses from scratch. For women, especially those with access to 
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higher levels of education, she sees no barriers to taking initiative in 
the business world. “See, it’s all here,” says Abdou, gesturing toward her 
head. “We cannot say that women don’t have, never got, their chances, 
because I believe if a woman with that education says that ‘I didn’t get 
the right chance or I was not given the chance,’ then I’m very sorry, 
this is something in your mind. It has nothing to do with the society or 
with men around you or anything, because we cripple our own selves.” 
 Abdou’s outlook might have to do with the way she was raised. 
Her parents told her nothing was impossible as long as she worked 
for it. She had two strong figures before her. “I never thought of my 
mother as a mother, really, because she was always active. She was 
always outspoken and she was always pushing my father to write,” she 
says. Her father wrote several books and weekly pieces in the Al-Wafd 
newspaper, openly criticizing former president Hosni Mubarak when 
he first came to power in the early 1980s. In reading her father’s articles 
now, Abdou is riveted by the last line of his published work, printed a 
week after his death in 1986: “If there’s no democracy, the people will 
revolt, and only God knows how ugly that would be.”
 Flash forward nearly three decades. “Reading this sentence 
didn’t mean much, because I never thought that there would be 
a revolution one day,” Abdou says. “But it happened, and it was the 
last thing he wrote.” Egypt’s image got a boost in the process. “The 
amount of marketing that was done for Egypt during the revolution 
is amazing, and we created the best brand image you could have for 
a country during the revolution,” she says. For their part, Abdou and 
her colleagues created an online campaign to promote the country, 
with posters in several languages (including Russian and Japanese) 
bearing messages such as “Support Freedom, Visit Egypt” displayed on 
Facebook and other social media sites. “But we’re losing it,” she says of 
the brand the revolution created. “I think we will have to do something 
about it. But when the time comes where things need to settle down 
and then we’ll start from there.”
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Esra’a Al Shafei:
Using Digital Innovation to 
Amplify Minority Voices
—Rahilla Zafar

With support from organizations such as the Omidyar Network, Esra’a 
Al Shafei has become a leading internet activist in the Middle East. She 
is the founder of Migrant-Rights, which aims to improve the quality of 
life for domestic workers in the Middle East. Based in Bahrain, Al Shafei 
grew up appalled by the mistreatment of foreign workers and how little 
was being done about it. She decided to use the power of the internet to 
make a change, and since then has launched several more sites, including 
CrowdVoice.org, a user-powered platform that tracks voices of protest 
from around the world by crowdsourcing information. She is also the 
founder and director of MideastYouth, an organization that aims to 
amplify diverse and progressive voices advocating for change throughout 
the Middle East and North Africa using digital media. Most recently she’s 
launched Mideastunes.com, a platform for underground musicians in 
the Middle East, and the mobile app Making of a Century, highlighting 
100 years of revolutions and social movements.
 Al Shafei has earned numerous humanitarian awards. She is a 
recipient of the Berkman Award from Harvard University’s Berkman 
Center for Internet and Society for “outstanding contributions to the 
Internet and its impact on society,” and is currently a Senior TED fellow.
She spoke to Knowledge@Wharton about how keeping current with 
digital innovations has allowed her to advance her mission, even in the 
face of official opposition and popular sentiment. The internet allows 
people to overcome barriers to understanding and to bypass filters, she 
says, which is why free speech online must be protected.

An edited transcript of the conversation follows.
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Knowledge@Wharton: Virgin CEO Richard Branson referenced you 
recently when he blogged about the importance of digital rights. Do 
you see them in danger?

Esra’a Al Shafei: We have to protect the internet in every way we can, 
because it’s the primary medium where we can express ourselves in 
without having to go through gatekeepers, either international or local 
ones. It’s the only way for us to truly spread the word. Much of what 
we’re talking about isn’t a new phenomenon; the difference is that the 
internet allows us to discover these movements, and connect with the 
world about the details of these movements in a way that we weren’t 
able to do before. It allows for things like exposing and documenting 
abuses and genocides that we’d otherwise never even hear about.
 Today, few governments and people can get away with crimes or 
human rights violations without it being heavily documented and 
presented on the internet. Even the U.S. government was trying to get 
YouTube to take down videos of police brutality during the Occupy 
protests. It’s not just a Middle Eastern thing; digital rights are truly 
global, and many governments are trying to clamp down on them 
because no one wants you to see the truth.
 That’s what made me start CrowdVoice. I realized that we have 
all of this information, so how in the world can we organize it? With 
CrowdVoice, that’s what we’re doing. It’s curating content from all 
different locations; things that people have stopped hearing about just 
because it’s old news, but [that] remain an ongoing struggle that people 
are fighting against. It’s important to compile, curate, and spread this 
information, or at least have it archived somewhere so that people 
know where to go to find more information on these subjects.

Knowledge@Wharton: You tend to support minority groups that 
normally receive little mainstream media coverage. Can you give 
examples of some of the impact you’ve had in raising awareness of 
their struggles?
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Al Shafei: We don’t do things like “peace for everybody,” because if 
you want to solve a specific issue, you have to laser your focus on it, 
expose the violations happening and then get people talking about 
it. Turkish prime minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan was nominated for 
the Time Person of the Year, and we wrote a letter to Time magazine 
pointing out the mistreatment of Kurdish people. Time mentioned our 
article as a reference, and they started talking about the Kurdish issue, 
which in the previous profile of the prime minister, that was much 
more glowing, they hadn’t mentioned. 
 It shows you that if you engage your audience in making people 
truly aware of these kinds of violations, word will get out. The more you 
talk about this, the more you raise awareness to potentially thousands 
of people. Just because these issues are affecting smaller communities 
does not mean that it’s insignificant. I feel the same way about migrant 
worker rights throughout the Gulf. Our countries are praised for their 
“progress” and “achievements,” with no acknowledgement to who’s 
actually building this: workers working under deplorable conditions.

Knowledge@Wharton: You’ve said that ignorance can feed into 
extremism. Could you elaborate on that point?

Al Shafei: Let’s say you’re Kurdish and live in Turkey, Iran, or Syria and 
[are] denied all of these human rights and [are] not really witnessing 
anyone taking up your cause. What’s also happening is that more 
people justify what you’re going through. People say you’re terrorists 
or foreign agents, which is what the media says so people don’t 
sympathize with your struggle or want to learn more about it. They 
want to disassociate from you. What our media has done for a very 
long time, especially state-controlled media, is dehumanizing these 
individuals. They do this so often and frequently that, little by little, you 
start being taught that at school, neighbors, parents, and your family, 
and so it becomes a fact because everyone says that. For example, you 
hear things like ‘Don’t talk to a Baha’i because they’re funded by Israel, 
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don’t talk to a migrant worker because they’re dirty, don’t talk to an 
Assyrian because they’re spies for the United States.’ Once you actually 
start interacting with these people, you start humanizing their struggle. 
They start just dispelling these destructive myths that were created by 
oppressive regimes purely to justify these massacres, persecutions, and 
discrimination. 
 With the internet, what we see is these struggles being humanized. 
When you learn more about a specific sect or ethnicity or religion, and 
especially from the mouth of the people who live that reality every day, 
you start rethinking that struggle. I can tell you one thing for sure: a 
lot of people were not aware of Kurdish rights violations before they 
started being documented on the internet. Even myself, then with the 
internet, you start talking with these individuals and seeing proof. You 
start befriending Kurds and seeing the reality of the situation. That’s 
what makes you really believe in the amazing influence of the internet.

Knowledge@Wharton: What are some of your challenges you’ve faced?

Al Shafei: The sad thing is that there’s so much propaganda online as 
well. Everyone is becoming tech savvy these days. The war is online as 
much as it is offline. Apart from censorship, we face ongoing hacking 
attempts. For example, Kurdishrights.org is being hacked pretty much 
on a monthly basis. We have to work super hard to make sure that 
our servers don’t go down and our material is backed up. There are so 
many people trying to silence these voices, not just governments, but 
also people like ultranationalists.

Knowledge@Wharton: Do you and your peers worry about your 
safety?

Al Shafei: You don’t have to be a full-blown activist; all you have to 
do is whip out something like this and everyone tries to shush you 
up. That’s why most of the Twitter users are anonymous; they just 
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have usernames and they don’t say who they are or where they live 
for the sake of their security. When someone goes down, it’s like the 
entire family goes down, so you have to be super careful. Our website 
was also censored in Yemen for a couple of days, and that was also a 
reaction due to the page about Yemen.

Knowledge@Wharton: How do you stay innovative?

Al Shafei: We build things for the iPhone and Android. We’re building 
something huge for the iPad, and it’s going to be great, that’s what 
keeps me excited. I love thinking about where the technology is taking 
us and how we take our movements there. You can’t just sit around 
and tweet, share things on Facebook or blog. I truly believe that if you 
want to make a mark in society and be heard, you have to do things 
that are different. You have to make your own path to be heard and to 
be visible. There are so many causes on CrowdVoice that people don’t 
really talk about. How can we use this platform to say, “Okay, here’s 
all the information you need to know; now you’re more empowered 
to go write about it.” We gave them options to participate, share, and 
distribute the information. If you find more ways to encourage people 
to write and do the things, they will do it.
 We also built Mideast Tunes recently and that’s been extremely 
well received both locally and abroad. It’s a platform that serves as a 
discovery engine for underground musicians in the MENA region 
who use music as a tool for social change. It’s a fantastic project to work 
on, as we’re always finding new and creative ways to amplify voices of 
dissent, and music is a really influential way of doing that.

Knowledge@Wharton: How do you stay current and relevant?

Al Shafei: You have to obsess about the new technologies that are out 
there. My homepage is all tech blogs; it’s the first thing I see even before 
the news. I want to know the next gadget that is out, so we can figure 
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out how can we make our services compatible. I want to reach out to 
entrepreneurs and see how can their service be of use to us specifically. 
I want to reach out to just these kinds of individuals that help shape 
the internet, and we want to make sure that our causes are going to be 
there with them. There are a lot of entrepreneurs who only care about 
money and advertising, and that’s fine. They’re here to make money, 
and sometimes it’s hard to get them to think of things beyond that.
 My favorite example is the founder of WordPress, because he does 
care about freedom of speech, and it shows. He loves open source, and 
I think that’s really why he’s a donor to us as well. I’ve reached out to 
an animator, and all I said was, “I have a story and I want your help to 
bring it to life visually. I have no money whatsoever to give you, but if 
you’re interested, help me make this happen.” He did it for free. This 
guy is a topnotch animator that does things for really big networks. 
He wrote back and he said, “I care about this cause. I care about your 
vision. I’d love to make it happen.”
 We do a lot of controversial things that not everyone is comfortable 
with. But I also know that it’s harder to get people to care about smaller 
issues, grassroots causes and minorities. If we were doing something 
about poverty or children, it’s easier to communicate and get people to 
relate to. But we’re dealing with these controversial topics, and people 
say, “No, I don’t want to be associated with this. It’s too scary.” Especially 
if you’re a businessman or an industry leader; it’s why corporations 
also stay away from these kinds of things.
 That’s really our number one concern. We want to raise money from 
people who aren’t scared talking about these things. Unfortunately, 
a lot of people just don’t prefer to be associated with these things, 
because it’s easier to say, “Oh, I raise money to help kids, orphanages, 
or schools.” Everyone can relate and sympathize with children  
without homes.

Knowledge@Wharton: How are you currently funding your sites?
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Al Shafei: One of the main funders to date is the Omidyar Network, 
which is a philanthropic investment firm founded by the founder of 
eBay, Pierre Omidyar. They’ve funded 200 projects, mostly focusing on 
government, transparency, and media. They fund several high-profile 
internet applications and Wikipedia. We’re amongst the first Middle 
Eastern partners that they have.

Knowledge@Wharton: Are you doing this full time?

Al Shafei: I work on this full time because of the funding from the 
Omidyar Network. At first I was funding myself through consulting 
work. My partner and I used to develop websites together. We did 
design and development for other clients, and it helped me pay my bills 
while I did fundraising. Thankfully, with Omidyar, I was able to make 
this my full-time job. It’s a part-time salary for a full-time job, and I’m 
focusing around the team because I have several people on a part-time 
basis; no one’s full-time yet. We’re really just trying to fundraise more; 
we’re not a big team. I love working in small teams.
 People ask, “What’s the secret of being prolific?” I say limit the 
people that you have to deal with. If you do two or three people on 
a design and collaborate on a design and development, it gets done 
fast. People always have this assumption that if you work with so many 
people, you’re going to get so many things done in different ways. It’s 
false, and that’s the worst decision anyone can ever make. It’s why we 
were slow from the year 2006 and 2008. It’s why in that period, we 
didn’t get much funding or recognition, no international awareness 
about our work, even though we were pushing out so many projects 
and doing a lot of work. Our bloggers were getting a lot of visibility 
locally but not internationally. That only came after we started really 
cutting down on the number of people in the team. Even though they 
were all volunteers, they were all decision makers, and we said, no, we 
just want to pick the best three or four and then have them part time.
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Knowledge@Wharton: You receive money from patrons. Are there 
ways you can bring money in through your sites?

Al Shafei: With Mideast Tunes, when it comes to selling music, we 
couldn’t achieve it, because we prefer that the songs are available for 
free, and usually the bands have other ways to sell their music, such as 
via exclusive deals with iTunes or CDBaby.com and such services. We 
thought a lot about how we can make this profitable, but we insist on 
making the music itself accessible and free, because it’s music for social 
change and it makes no sense at all to charge people to listen to these 
inspirational tunes. At some point we may try to sell something like an 
app. For now it’s free because we want to spread the word.
 Once the site is big enough, and we have thousands of bands, and 
it’s at the point where people would be willing to pay, we’d definitely be 
charging for apps, widgets, and playlists. It’s not going to provide quick 
millions, but it’s going to make a decent chunk to at least sustain parts 
of our organization. We’re also trying to find more ways to monetize 
our technology, such as selling the source code of some of our tools 
to other start-ups and organizations. They are top-notch tools that we 
spent years building, and people will end up saving a lot of money 
if they would just buy it from us and customize it on their own as 
opposed to replicating it. Some of our products are open source, but 
we can still monetize the customization elements of it.
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Nadia Wassef:
Opening a New Chapter for Arabic Booksellers 
—Nafeesa Syeed

Minus a marketing plan—or even a business plan, for that 
matter—the Diwan Bookstore chain managed to make 
a name for itself. What started a decade ago with some 

Cairenes ferrying about the shop’s ornamented tote bags bearing its 
artistic logo soon grew into a kind of collector’s craze. With each new 
shop opening or each anniversary, a newly designed bag debuted, and 
customers snapped them up.
 The bags becoming an inadvertent boon for business is partly 
a product of what Diwan owner Nadia Wassef calls the “art of not 
knowing better.” Neither Wassef nor her sister, Hind, with whom she 
cofounded the company, came from a business background, but they 
had a hunch that pouring money into the bags was the right route. 
“These random sorts of events, you have to be intuitive enough to 
listen to them and to just ride the wave and make it work out for you,” 
the 37-year-old says. 
 Today, Al-Sharq for Bookstores, their parent company, counts 10 
Diwan branches across Cairo and Alexandria, with 185 employees. 
The sisters broached standards and aesthetics that marked a new era 
in Egypt’s long-running tradition of bookselling, which in turn has 
impacted publishing and reading trends. They emphasize good design, 
customer service, and cultural offerings that reflect their eclectic 
worldview. The existence of multiple spinoffs of their model by other 
retailers speaks to their achievement. But in being the first, and by 
continuing to implement innovative measures, they hope to extend 
Diwan into a pan-Arab brand. 

Novel Approach
Venerable bookstores are tucked amid the countless clothing boutiques 
and appliance outlets in downtown Cairo. Their ceiling-high shelves 
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and crowded inventory exude an old charm. Just across the Nile sits 
the first Diwan bookstore, opened in 2002, along the main drag in the 
posh Zamalek neighborhood. Sections ranging from English to Arabic 
fiction, current events, Egyptology, business, multimedia, stationery, 
and texts in French and German populate the store, which includes 
a central café. Bringing together these elements, and the impeccably 
ordered yet highly visual ambience of the setting, full of artwork and 
calligraphy, is something that had never been done before, according 
to Nadia Wassef, who brought in an interior decorator when she and 
her sister created the space. 
 “We do not believe in binary opposites that are falsely constructed. 
We do not believe in the whole East and West thing—I think it sold  
a lot of books and made a lot of people lots of money,” she says. “I 
don’t believe in these black and whites. I believe that the world is one  
big rainbow.”
 Initially, some were skeptical of the sisters starting a bookstore, 
especially outside the traditional downtown locations. Also, they had 
no background in bookselling. Wassef has two master’s degrees, one 
in literature and the other in social anthropology, and spent years  
at women’s organizations leading studies on gender, including serving 
as the principal investigator on the national task force on female  
genital mutilation. 
 Reaching her “saturation” point in that field, she resigned. Her 
sister, who had a similar career in NGOs, also left her job. Sitting in 
Wassef ’s living room more than a decade ago, they wondered what to 
do next. “We’re like, ‘Let’s look at this from the positive side. This is a 
diving board. We could do anything, yes. What would you do? Oh, I’d 
love to run a bookstore,’” Wassef says. “But it wouldn’t just be any kind 
of bookstore.... It has to be a place [you] want to sit in, that you want 
to hang out, and it can’t have everything, so the choice has to have a 
certain orientation, it has to have a certain mindset.”
 From the start, they had a clear picture of the feel they were going 
for. Getting it off the ground, however, was another story. Not only had 
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they never run a business, Wassef says, but also there was no blueprint 
for the type of bookstore they wanted to create. They provided 80% of 
the start-up money, and another 20% came from family and partners. 
In addition to relying on past experiences, they also asked friends and 
those in the business community for advice. But much of their learning 
happened as they paved their way. Here, Wassef says, the “art of not 
knowing better” in tandem with the “art of listening” allowed them 
to trust their vision and intuition while they troubleshot. They looked 
at big-box booksellers, including Barnes and Noble and Borders, but 
those didn’t have the artsy atmosphere they wanted to create. 
 Starting out, they didn’t have a business plan or even a monthly 
budget. “We just had a lot of enthusiasm and a lot of passion for what 
we wanted to do, which in hindsight, I think is great,” she says. Wassef 
says business plans are important, “but don’t be wedded to it, because 
you get stuck to numbers and you get scared to try things. For us, what 
was very nice is that we always had this ability to be like ‘Okay, this isn’t 
working, let’s try this.’ Whereas, if you’ve got a business plan and you’re 
stuck to it, it becomes crippling. It doesn’t support you; it hinders you. 
And I think it’s important to keep that in mind.” 
 That’s not to say those early times breezed by. They were on their 
feet, barely sleeping, over a period that Wassef recalls as miserable yet 
rewarding. Through the course of trial and error, they became aware of 
holes in their operation. Wassef and her partner would barcode items 
in their backroom before they recognized the need for a warehouse. 
She and her sister made product orders, and to this day, they never 
miss a stock date, when twice a year they review the entire inventory. 
Over the decade, they have thrice revamped their point-of-sale and 
inventory systems, until discovering Microsoft’s retail management 
systems (RMS) program. “These things take up a lot of your time 
and your effort, and they are very costly,” Wassef says. “I wish I had 
known RMS existed 10 years ago.” They’ve also had to wrestle with  
petty corruption and bureaucracy, of which many businesses here 
complain about. 
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 Human resources and staffing were real roadblocks as they sought 
to reshape the bookseller context. Wassef says they had difficulty 
finding someone ideal for managerial and customer service roles. 
In response to their frustration, she says they adopted the model of 
promoting from within. “I don’t look for someone with a skillset in 
bookstore management. I look for someone with an attitude, someone 
who wants to learn, a team player, a go-getter, a hard worker. The rest 
can be taken care of,” she says. “You can give someone knowledge, I 
don’t even care if you’re an avid reader or not ... but you have to love 
what you are doing.”
 Wassef calls herself a “fanatic” when it comes to work ethic, 
punctuality, and time management. If she walks into one of her stores 
and sees three workers standing together, they get three days cut from 
their paycheck. She uses spy software to monitor workers’ computer 
use, and she has cameras in place that workers don’t know about. 
Simultaneously, there are rigid customer service norms, with Wassef 
relentlessly following up on any complaints or inquiries. (She is copied 
or blind-copied to e-mail messages that come in to the marketing 
department.) She also keeps track of her employees through to-do 
lists that each is required to have, and no doubt, she doesn’t hesitate 
in rewriting them. “I didn’t become this lunatic overnight,” says the 
endearingly brash Wassef. It’s in response, in part, to many thefts and 
break-ins, but is more in line with her goal of reinforcing hard work, 
which she feels is lacking in the country. Staff retention for private 
companies can be challenging, Wassef says, because many would 
still prefer the security of a government job, which could also mean a 
lighter workload. 
 Her core philosophy, even written in the company profile, is 
Wassef ’s mantra that employees don’t work for the company but rather 
with the company. As the owner but not a salaried worker, she sees 
herself as working alongside her employees, similarly slogging through 
long days. “I also put in my nine-hour day just like everyone else. This 
gives me the right to screw anyone for underperformance,” she says. 
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“And by ‘screw,’ I mean royally screw anyone for underperformance, 
because I do not ask anything of anyone that I do not do myself.”
 In one case, when they first opened in Zamalek, the man who was 
supposed to clean the bathrooms wasn’t doing so. Wassef scrubbed the 
toilets in front of him, asking why he wasn’t following through on the 
task. “For most machismo guys this is a severe form of humiliation, 
and it works,” she says. Sending home the message that the staff works 
together, not for her, is also why she and her sister continue taking part 
in the stock inventory, in which everyone clasps a handheld scanner to 
tediously count product by product. Even nine months pregnant, she 
was there. “Every year, I’m like ‘Oh man, come on, you know, I’m too 
old for this. I’ve been doing this for 10 years; I’ve had it.’ My sister is the 
one who pushes this, because it is a very strong statement that goes out 
to all our staff, and they get it. It comes out loud and clear.” 
 She says she and her sister complement one another, though 
there are fights at times, and they can get on each other’s nerves, but 
ultimately they are best friends. “I’m the vivacious, bubbly one who is 
always shouting and screaming at people, and I have plenty of bark and 
no bite. Hind is the silent, deadly one,” she says. “She is the analytical 
mind behind Diwan’s positioning and direction. I’m the doer.”
 Her hard-as-nails approach, however, is tinged with a degree 
of levity that makes her agreeable. In her job, she knows that she 
sometimes becomes aggressive and foul mouthed. “You take on the 
sort of more manly attributes not necessarily associated with women. 
It is very frowned upon when women swear here. I sort of don’t seem 
to care about that too much,” she says. “I think I have a work persona, 
of being extremely demanding.... I keep pushing people to their elastic 
limit, and most of the people who’ve worked with me in the last  
10 years, they leave, they come back, we stay in touch, but the common 
theme is ‘You are not a bed of roses to work with, but we have learned 
a lot.’”
 Her work persona harks back to her upbringing, during which her 
authoritarian, domineering father, who happened to be a businessman, 
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pushed his daughters to do their best—not in comparison with others, 
but with their own best selves. “He would either break you or you had 
to develop a backbone to fight back,” she says. “He was a very, very 
meticulous, anal person, and I’ve discovered that I am that.” (Their 
household also taught the women to be tolerant, Wassef says, with 
their father being a Muslim and their mother being Christian.) In her 
early 20s, before starting Diwan, Wassef, along with her sister, cared 
for her father full time before he died of lung disease. 
 At her own home, Wassef hangs her “lady boss” hat at the door. 
She says her main duty is making sure her two stepsons and her two 
daughters from her previous marriage get fed and their homework 
done. Otherwise, she tells her husband, “You make all the decisions.” 

Readers Return
One of Diwan’s objectives was to spread culture and promote reading. 
To their benefit, Wassef says there’s recently been a paradigm shift 
on the cultural front. For one, there’s the publishing of Egyptian 
novels such as Alaa Al Aswany’s worldwide best-seller The Yacoubian 
Building. Additionally, the nature of “the author” changed. Earlier, she 
says, authors had been writing “to each other and at each other and 
somewhere along the line the reader dropped out.” The generation of 
Al Aswany and others, who mostly had day jobs and wrote on the side, 
broke through with more accessible prose and wider readership. “The 
reader emerged again,” Wassef says. “The reader has an opinion, the 
reader drives sales, and the reader drives publishing.” 
 From there, publishers who had been ready to pack up found 
a home for their goods in Diwan, where they could increase their 
reach. “We just made people realize this is viable, this is sexy,” Wassef 
says. That has resulted in several competitors appropriating Diwan’s 
methods, down to the trendy interiors, and sometimes even trying to 
lure Diwan employees. “I mean I know imitation is a very big form of 
flattery, but it’s getting on my nerves,” she says. “It keeps us on our toes, 
and anything that opens and sells books, I will go and visit it.”
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 Even so, the onslaught of the digital age and e-books has not been 
lost on Wassef. She believes there’s a good five to 10 years left in Egypt, 
where illiteracy remains high, before bookstores become passé. Wassef, 
who admits to owning a Kindle but not really enjoying it, harbors 
nostalgia for the printed page. “I still think brick-and-mortar stores 
have a future in Egypt, but it’s a different future. I think we are a nation 
without outings; we don’t have a place to go,” she says. “So I think 
bookstores need to become an outing rather than just a bookstore, 
it’s got to become the fun destination that you can go hang out in.” 
Already, some of the Diwan branches offer courses in photography, 
sculpture, creative writing, and even robotics. They hold readings and 
book signings, and have invited key figures to discuss issues around 
the revolution and the country’s evolving political scene. It’s at once 
contributing to the community and creating community. 
 Like many Egyptians, Wassef stood in line for hours during the 
first elections held following the revolution. The post-revolution 
circumstances have sparked artistic expression, which she says can be 
seen everywhere. But she likens Egypt’s situation to a kaleidoscope, 
where the image splinters, and splinters again. In the past, she says, 
the Egyptian government played a role as cultural broker, managing 
culture for the population, but that failed. That’s how the private sector 
stepped in to reenergize publishing. There are warehouses packed 
with poorly made, government-published books, she says, that no 
one wants to buy. To those who argue that public agencies must make 
reading affordable, she advises, “Slash the budget, invest in getting rid 
of illiteracy, put the rest into making nicer books, and maybe people 
will start reading more.” 
 However things turn out, she hopes boys and girls get access 
to a solid education. For their part, Wassef and her sister volunteer 
to mentor budding business owners. She sees class, not gender, as 
the greater obstacle to those trying to establish a venture. Truly, she 
sees women as natural multitaskers whose daily obligations require 
the same skills needed to be an entrepreneur. “I don’t know a single 
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woman who isn’t an entrepreneur, regardless of whether she works or 
she doesn’t,” she says. “We are all entrepreneurs, whether somebody 
sticks a label on us or not.”
 Yet being slightly more obsessive and detail-oriented might make 
some entrepreneurs stand out. “I love stacking books, I mean, when I 
go to the bookstore and I am just standing there, if one book is out of 
place—I can’t finish my conversation,” Wassef says. “I will actually just 
get up, dump my conversation, and just go and stack the book and put 
them all in a certain order, a little bit. It’s one of these forces of habit.”
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Ranwa Yehia: 
Foundation Nudges Youth toward 
Expression through Digital Means
—Nafeesa Syeed

Ranwa Yehia wants you to let it all out. From her Mokattam office, 
perched atop Cairo’s dramatic plateaus, she heads the Arab Digital 
Expression Foundation, which holds a yearly summer camp for youth 
across the Arab world. The program exposes young people to a variety of 
media as they learn about expression both individually and collectively. 
A Lebanese Iraqi, Yehia worked as a journalist for a dozen years, reporting 
for major newspapers and outlets in several countries. In 2005, she says, 
she sought to move into “something more constructive.” She’d heard from 
her husband, a Palestinian Egyptian, about an earlier initiative called 
Arab Computer Camps, started in the 1980s by a private company in 
which thousands of young Arabs learned about computer programming. 
From him and other past campers, she heard about the impact the program 
had had on their lives. She later spent significant time speaking with and 
interviewing individuals in various fields and eventually organized her 
first camps in the summer of 2007. From artists, to educators, techies, and 
others—Yehia has brought together an eclectic mix of passionate people 
for a program that she says grew organically into a collaborative effort. 
Children from several Arab countries, including more than half from 
underprivileged backgrounds, have attended her camps. 
 Yehia’s office is a testament to her desire that everyone be afforded the 
opportunity of expression, with children’s sketches along the walls. Yehia 
tells Knowledge@Wharton about her approach, the digital generation 
gap, the importance of sharing oneself to others, the transformation she 
witnesses among children, what to keep in mind when creating a new 
venture, and how the revolution has affected expression. 
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An edited transcript of the conversation follows.

Knowledge@Wharton: Can you tell us about your foundation’s name? 

Ranwa Yehia: Our name is Arab Digital Expression Foundation, or 
ADEF. In Arabic, adef means “to add.” And this is really at the core, it’s 
really in our belief, that every person is unique. Every individual has 
something to add. And it is in this small collaboration of a lot of people 
that we end up achieving various results. That said, of course this spirit 
and this concept is well reflected in everything that we’ve developed  
in our program. So, basically, we adopt free and open-source software 
as an integral part of our program and methodology, both the concept  
and implementation on the ground. And so we are hard-core  
advocates of that because we believe it is at the core of expression. We 
are about expression.
 When people ask me [about] Arab Digital Expression Foundation 
and summer camps, it always boils down to expression. This is what 
it is about. And from that word and everything else that has been 
developed, [it] always goes back to that. This is our focal reference 
point.

Knowledge@Wharton: When children attend your programs, what is 
it that you’re hoping they can leave with? 

Yehia: Two things: that what they have to say—whatever it is, at any 
time—is important, means something, and should be shared. And 
when we say shared, we mean expressed in whatever medium is out 
there. But for it to be so, it’s really about the engagement, it’s about 
being there, it’s about believing in who you are, and so that’s why I 
say the two integral aspects of our summer camps is an open and safe 
environment within which the children can explore different forms of 
exploration.
 I remember in 2007, one of the first interviews [I did was] for a short 
documentary ... and when I was asked this question, I said typically 
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in our culture, our children grew up—and we know because we were 
children and we grew up that way—we either fight or are silent. And 
there’s never really, between these two, a third option. And what we’re 
trying to say is that, yes, it’s about expressing. It’s about speaking out or 
expressing in different forms, whether in a piece of music or in a small 
short film or a design or movement or in graffiti, and [at] so many 
different levels. But the important thing is for that person to express 
first for him- or herself and then to connect with everyone around.

Knowledge@Wharton: So you’re saying that the youth who do the 
program might not otherwise be exposed to such instruction or outlets 
of expression? 

Yehia: Typically, this is how we grow up. We grow up in environments 
where most schools adopt rote learning as their main methodology 
of learning, which is an absolute, total contradiction to nurturing a 
child’s uniqueness. And as they grow up, each child is special and has 
something different and unique to add on so many different levels. 
And so, it’s that way in school. It’s that way in our typical environment. 
It’s that way at home. So where is it where children grow up and have 
this space to really express? This is why this whole idea developed… 
My husband and I, our 12-year-old son … is of course involved in 
everything digital that’s going on. And you know digitals have enough 
people who are as well interested in our children, and so we as well 
explore with our children their own interests, so that we play games 
together. … That which already in and of itself is not the typical case 
between children and parents in this background.
 We keep talking about this new digital generation; they are digital 
natives as opposed to us. And because they are digital natives, there 
is already a huge gap between the parents and the children. And this 
is as well a huge obstruction to understanding of children, and so 
when you don’t understand your children and where they are coming 
from, how can you express, how can you develop with them or help 
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them as well develop on many different levels? And so, I think one 
of the things that we have seen over and over again with the children 
is that their fascination is that we speak their language, which they 
don’t get in their typical environments (home, school, club); it’s always 
very hierarchical, whereas when they’re in their own digital world, it is 
equal, and because of Web 2.0, it has become interactive, not a receiver.
And then so they do have a different methodology categorically of what 
their parents have. And so when they find adults … in the language of 
the games that they play with, we are able to connect on that level, but 
as well in attitude. And so moving this … to the ground where we are 
all peers, where each one has his own space to say what he has to say in 
the different forms they have to say, and this whole interaction with it, 
in itself just creates an amazingly inspiring process.

Knowledge@Wharton: What is the structure of the camps? 

Yehia: It’s a process. It’s a two-week program in our camps, and we’ve 
done a lot of lessons learned from one camp after the other.
 The process as a whole is … [one] of exploration of your self-
expression as an individual and then as an individual as part of a group. 
A lot of these concepts have been translated into actual activities on 
the ground. For example, we have a lot of different workshops, we have 
80 children who come to our summer camps and 25 trainers in digital 
filmmaking, sound, and music, Web 2.0 and arts, sports, evening 
activities that are very diverse. Also, visiting artists or visiting activists 
on different levels come in and do a lot of things. It’s the nature of the 
people themselves and the trainers; the trainers are in filmmaking, and 
sports and arts and techies who come from different Arab countries. 
[They’re] young, between 20 and 30, and then the children themselves. 
We have children who come from eight to nine different Arab countries 
in each summer camp, and the first five days the focus of all these very, 
very diverse workshops is more about opening up on so many different 
levels. We keep using this example because we’ve seen it happen over 
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and over again. When we first asked the child what they think, they say 
the right answer, which is what they are used to saying when they’re 
at school: they raise their hands, say [the answer], “Yes, bravo, right 
answer, sit down.”
 When we say, “No, let’s try something else,” they become rebellious. 
When we are not provoked … that’s when they reach a level where  
it actually hits them that we do actually want to hear out what they 
have to say. We are interested in what each individual has to say in 
whatever topic there is. And it is given the same value as everyone  
else around. And this process itself is one of the most revealing 
processes because you sometimes see it clearly, and it’s amazing  
and beautiful.

Knowledge@Wharton: What are the next building blocks in their 
developing expression?

Yehia: Within this whole first stage is exploring on different levels.... We 
call it, within our own internal lingo, the expression, the expression-
focused or -centered workshops, where we are learning a lot of basic 
digital skills on different levels, but this element of expression is there 
in the way we are doing this, because we are playing with the kids, 
because the trainer doesn’t stand up and read out their list of names. 
We start by a name game.
 I remember, I think it was last year, at the end of the first day of 
the camp, one of the campers from Palestine said, “Is it going to be 
fun the same way as it is today for the whole camp or you just want to  
make us feel good because it’s our first day?” Most of those who  
come, it’s their first time that they even travel or they sleep outside 
their parents’ house. And it’s really about this realization as well when 
they start out, “Wow, we’re going to have so much fun. You know 
everyone is fun. Everyone is nice,” whatever it is that anyone had to 
say, the space was given for it. And that is very rare, unfortunately, in 
our environment.
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 And so it’s really this whole process that we go through. It’s 
expressing as an individual and then as well within a group. And then, 
our first week, what we do is develop different projects collaboratively. 
So the process then, the first week, is let’s work together as a group 
of five campers to produce a film or a soundtrack or a piece of art or 
a small sketch, and so it’s really collaborative, and there are so many 
reasons behind it. Because this whole process of expression is new to 
them, very few of them have had this kind of exposure previously, and 
starting out this process of expression within a group is very helpful, 
because it doesn’t put people in a spotlight from the start; it helps them 
explore on many different levels as well as become comfortable within 
their environment and where they are, because we live together and 
you know it pretty much feels, by the fourth day, like home.

Knowledge@Wharton: How do you recruit youth to participate?

Yehia: Sixty percent of our children are funded. We work all year round 
to get funding, and the way these children come is we have partner 
organizations in all these different Arab countries who are specifically 
organizations that work on youth development, and they work 
specifically in a specific community in one of the various things we do: 
media, youth, expression, art, technology, education. Any organization 
that works with one or more of these aspects—but of course, youth is 
central—we partner with, and then they make a selection from their 
own community there. 

Knowledge@Wharton: What would you say to someone who might 
be interested in establishing a project or program of their own? Based 
on your experience, what are some things they should keep in mind? 

Yehia: First, is it really something that you want to do and want to be 
committed in? For me, if you’re not passionate about it, it’s very difficult 
for an idea to sustain itself. So, I mean, you really have to believe in  



Part Four: Innovators

155

it for you to want it badly enough for as long as it takes to make sure 
that this is sustainable action that continues to grow and continues to 
be nurtured. 
 Otherwise, it would just be…a one-time project that starts and 
ends. But then don’t be fooled by the level of impact that you will 
achieve if this is a project that has a beginning and an end. So, it’s really 
about exploring the nature of what you are venturing into first, and 
identifying what is it really that you want to do, or at least allowing 
yourself as you explore…to figure it out, because no one really figures 
it out unless you get into it yourself.
 The [is an] organic collaboration … and just being critical all the 
time on different levels and critical in a constructive way, so that you’re 
able to learn more and discover more, and thus add more and enrich 
more to your work on different levels to avoid, you know, being part of 
just a one-dimensional thing and always thinking out of the box. Think 
creatively and have fun.

Knowledge@Wharton: What do you mean by “organic collaboration?”

Yehia: It’s about recognizing that when something develops its own 
that you didn’t really plan, you make the best out of nurturing it so that 
it is as well invested within this process and not interrupted because 
you already had a preplanned idea of how you think it’s needed to 
go. It’s really opening it up to this. And it’s not easy; it’s challenging, 
particularly when you’re organizing something as elaborate as a 
summer camp for 100 people. It’s a huge logistics feat to do something 
like that. But I keep saying, we are able to let go and improvise because 
we have worked so hard and so in-depth on the programs and on the 
organization of this whole project that it is standing on a very solid 
structure on so many different levels that you can actually afford, and 
are able [to] and have the liberty and freedom to let it. By the fifth 
day of our summer camp, the campers are partners in how we run the 
process of the camps.
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 And so we would not be able to have that luxury if we don’t have 
a very solid structure there that would allow for this space and this 
movement for them to change things around and say, “Can we do it 
differently? Okay. How can we do it differently that we could still reach 
all the different goals that we want to achieve so that we’re all enjoying 
it and having fun?” And so we discuss, we negotiate; it’s part of the 
skills that we play with.

Knowledge@Wharton: What impact has the Egyptian revolution had 
on expression? Do you find a difference now in how people feel about 
sharing their voice? 

Yehia: Before the revolution, one of our tasks and one of our missions 
was motivating people into using these different digital tools as a  
means of expression on different levels. Now we’re in a state where 
I have to keep retorting that “It’s not social media that made the 
revolution. Can you please think more when you try to make such 
a statement?” On that level, the fact that people can actually achieve 
something has been proven since Tunis and Egypt, and this whole 
movement is becoming a global movement that is inspiring people all 
over the world and empowering people all over the world. And am I 
seeing more [expression]? I mean we have always believed that this 
is one of the reasons that we have decided to do this project—it is for 
people to express, to grow, to develop on the different levels; they need 
to be exposed to different things that are enriching.
 And if there is anything that is, for me, fascinating that’s been 
going on, it’s that. Everyone is being exposed to something different, 
on so many different levels. Walk on Cairo streets or even on Mansoura 
streets, and you will see the graffiti—there are a lot of things that are 
different that people are experiencing. And by default, when there is 
anything that is different from what you are normally used to, it just 
gives you food for thought, do something else, and so by default, I keep 
expecting a lot more of these outbursts of expression and creativity and 
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inspiration from so many people on so many levels and from as far 
away as urban areas. [They] are possible because this exposure is no 
longer limited to a screen you see; it’s right there; it is impacting your 
life. And something is different really in your life, and everyone has had 
a direct experience in that. And this will no doubt produce something.

Knowledge@Wharton: What are your plans for the future? Where 
would you like to take your efforts?

Yehia: There is definitely a very strong motivation that all  
this experience that we have learned is transferred to as many other 
groups as possible, on so many different levels, and in so many different 
areas and ways that are represented in what we do. So technology 
media, education, Arabic content, Arab mobility, getting out of this 
whole notion of nation-state and looking [at] more of us as people 
who share a lot of similarities but are very diverse in our differences 
and interests.
 So it’s making sure that this experience is replicated by other people 
so this transfer of knowledge—and to make sure that people who  
are interested in this have access to this knowledge. And we have 
made sure that the infrastructure is there for the knowledge we have 
created and it is open and accessible for everyone who’s interested in 
it. We are very motivated about people replicating the model or using 
the successful methodologies that we have, even in many different 
contexts, because we know what works on that level. It’s also the 
promotion of collaborative work among people, of the creation of 
more diverse interest groups, the people who meet and work together 
collaboratively without any form of hierarchy to reach a certain goal. 
It’s also about further development and process of anything that feeds 
into Arabic content—whether in technology, whether in software, 
whether in hardware, or whether in actual content on the web and 
off the web as well; it is about the expression, so we’re not only digital 
expression.
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 It’s like an opportunity for revisiting, now that we are in this 
unique situation of revisiting a lot of things that were taken for granted 
or have been taken for granted, not only in this country, but all over 
the world in different things—whether in how we perceive the media 
or how the media is as it is, and how they [are] slowly forming new 
ideas for who said this is the way. This whole birth of radically new 
things that I see we are going to be experiencing, and if so, we are very 
interested in nurturing that for it to take its own process. And even 
in this endeavor, there’s always a lot of realization. That’s where the 
organic part is important, that there are things that develop, that live, 
and things that don’t. And this is part of the organic nature of things 
that happen around us. But it’s about just continuing to explore and 
nurture these different things, new things that are coming out of this 
experience that we’re all living.
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Dana Al Taji:
A Designer Who Modernizes Islamic Dress 
—Nafeesa Syeed

Unlike most little girls, Dana Al Taji didn’t want to buy new 
dresses for her Barbie dolls. Instead, she would eagerly await 
her mother’s return from visits with the tailor, snatching scraps 

of fabric. From that cast-off material, she created sundry outfits and 
ensembles for her dolls. 
 This passion matured into the keen interest she expressed in her 
own clothing and later a fashion design course she took at a university. 
But when she made the choice to wear the full-covering abaya full 
time, she hit a snag: “I couldn’t find something that suited my taste,” 
she says. “So, I wanted to fill that gap where young people that have 
style wanted to wear something that wasn’t totally off of the fashion 
industry right now, what is trendy and what is stylish, and at the same 
time it was modest and nice.”
 Al Taji, who fled with her Palestinian family from Kuwait by car 
during the first Gulf War, founded the Layal line of both couture and 
affordable abayas, all designed by the precocious doll dresser. Starting 
just a few years ago out of her home, the 29-year-old mother of two now 
owns a boutique in Cairo, employing retail staff and tailors of her own, 
and also supplies her products to shops. She considers practicality in 
her garb, as seen in her nursing and pregnancy abayas, as well as high 
fashion, as exhibited in her evening wear offerings. In her mind, Al Taji 
perceives the abaya as a versatile form, and her designs in particular 
as fresh for the Egyptian market and unique from what’s available in 
abaya-producing hubs such as the Gulf. She says many of her peers 
have similarly taken the initiative to start their own small enterprises, 
learning to be managers and risk takers in the process. 
 Al Taji earned a degree in political economy and spent some time 
as a teacher, her mother’s occupation. She then decided to stay at home 
with her first child, enrolling in fashion and tailoring courses. 
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 For her, abayas are more convenient than wearing skirts, which she 
calls confining. “I can wear pants under and feel free,” she says. When 
she decided to go with the abaya, she searched around Egypt but didn’t 
like what she found. She says the garments she found didn’t mix colors 
or fabrics or have A-line cuts, and instead focused on beading or had 
slits on the sides with trousers that matched. Generally, the aesthetic 
associated with abayas were for middle-aged women, not those fitting, 
say, the younger, fashionable demographic of Al Taji’s milieu. She 
obtained her first abayas from Saudi Arabia; she describes these as 
more colorful. When people traveled to the UAE, she also requested 
they bring some abayas back for her. “But then again, I’m very picky, so 
people get me stuff, and they’re not really my taste,” she says. “I went to 
a few tailors to do my own thing, and I started creating my own abayas, 
and then I thought of the business thing, because also my friends were 
complaining [of] the same problem.”
 She began to make prototypes and displayed them at her house. 
She took buyers’ measurements and then partnered with a tailor to 
stitch the garments. She continued with the custom abaya making for 
about three years, and then began to provide some of her wares at her 
friends’ stores. In the meantime, she created a Facebook page with 
images of the abayas. Some of her friends were concerned about having 
a photo shoot with a woman modeling the outfits, but Al Taji thought 
that as long as the models were covered in an abaya, there would be 
no issue. On her Facebook page, she posts quotes from fashion greats 
such as Coco Chanel, Alexander McQueen, and Yves Saint Laurent. 
To become known, she placed advertisements on Facebook, in local 
publications, and on the streets. “It was my friends, and then word of 
mouth, made the ripple effect,” she says of her growing recognition.
 Sales went well at her friends’ stores, and she expanded her 
manufacturing. That success pointed her in the direction of trying 
it on her own. Her husband, she says, also greatly encouraged her to 
grow the business. “It’s a point in time—you need to go to the next 
step. And you need to develop yourself and you need to go out there 
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to other people who haven’t discovered you; I mean away from your 
circle of friends,” Al Taji says. She worked with an interior designer to 
create the elegant ambience of her store, where racks of her creations 
line the walls and a contemporary chandelier hangs at the center. For 
this, she used money generated from her earlier sales, along with some 
helpful funds from her family. Two women staff the store, which is 
open seven days a week, and a handful of tailors collaborate with her. 
Just five days after opening the shop, however, Al Taji says Egypt’s 
2011 revolution broke out. Reports of vandalism and looting made her 
wary, so she closed the store, sent her workers home, and cleared out 
all the merchandise. “I was worried sick,” she says. Afterward, there 
was a curious uptick in purchases. “The best sales we got were when 
[former president Hosni] Mubarak was removed on [February] the 
eleventh. People started buying,” she says. She jokes that it was retail 
therapy. “I think it’s all psychological, because when you’re happy, you 
tend to be in the mood for buying.” Having weathered difficulties with 
her business in the country’s new era, “I keep praying that Egypt would 
always stay safe and worry-free.”
 With a recitation of the Quran playing in the background of her 
shop, Al Taji, who also dons a face veil, surveys her designs. There’s 
the nursing abaya that comes with a zipper; the maternity look, which 
gathers above the waist. The designer rack features a Burberry-cuffed 
abaya. Others range from one with a belt featuring an oversize buckle; 
a Victorian-inspired abaya with ruffles; one trimmed with a multicolor 
checkered pattern; and fancier formal wear studded with Swarovski 
crystals. A “sporty” abaya with an exposed pocket has been popular 
with those going on pilgrimage for hajj or umrah. There are bargain 
abayas, for 220 Egyptian pounds. And then what she calls the “plain 
section” of solitary black robes. There are also shelves of handbags, 
jewelry, and other accessories. One of Al Taji’s subtle creations gracefully 
flows down her tall frame, with puffed sleeves spruced with a dark blue 
velvet pattern extending from the elbow to wrist, matching her slippers 
adorned with a similar blue design. (In her own closet, she estimates, 
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she has some 50 abayas.) She consults magazines to view what’s in style 
and considers what colors she can integrate into an abaya. And when 
she’s out shopping, she observes how clothes are tailored and what new 
prints, be they stripes or polka dots, could be embraced. At home, she 
has drawing boards and “bags and bags and bags of fabric” with which 
she experiments. “Basically whatever inspires me, I just go around and 
draw it,” she says. 
 As long as the main idea of the medium is maintained (namely, 
a wide and loose garment that is not see-through), “Why not play 
around with it?” she asks. Al Taji says her designs “modernize” the 
abaya. And as someone who wears one regularly, she has an intimate 
understanding of what works. (She says French designers tried to 
conjure an abaya, but it was too foreign from their point of reference.) 
Though she admits it’s a trial-and-error process. “I always think of it as 
‘If I can wear it, then people can wear it,’” she says. That consideration of 
practicality, she says, differs in orientation from Dubai abaya fashion, 
which she says is usually slanted toward more glamorous output. In 
addition, her cuts fit more varied body types. “In Egypt, they like it 
to be practical. She can wear it going to pick up her kids from school 
or she can wear it going to work,” she says. There’s also a class factor 
in the Egyptian context that she’s trying to rectify. The drab abaya is 
traditionally associated with lower socioeconomic classes, but women 
from more privileged backgrounds have adopted the dress. “For the 
upper class it’s considered, like, totally off,” she says. “I try to change 
that.” At the same time, her inventory includes moderately priced, 
but quality and appealing abayas, reflecting her desire to elevate 
perceptions around the covering. 
 Running with the tagline “Cover up in style,” Layal meets the 
needs of customers ranging in age from about 18 to 45, according to Al 
Taji, and some have remained faithful to her over the years. Most are 
from Egypt, though some living in the Emirates and Saudi have bought 
from her. They include the daily abaya wearers and those who need 
it for one-time use or because they’re moving to Saudi or someplace 
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where the abaya is the norm. It’s rewarding for her when women are 
motivated to wear the abaya every day after discovering there are chic 
options, and they see that it doesn’t have to be a bland state of being. 
“I find a lot of people coming in, and they’re like, ‘Oh, God bless you. 
You’re doing a lovely thing. We started wearing abayas because of you. 
You’ve encouraged us a lot,’” she says. She gets this kind of reaction 
more than, say, remarks about her designs being too flashy or contrary 
to the idea of concealing one’s body. 
 In a way, she views her work as countering societal stereotypes 
and enabling women to live out their choices. “It’s important because 
it’s an image, I think. And when looking at a woman trying to be 
modest, trying to follow the Islamic rules in a certain way that she 
sees correct, sometimes people look down at her: ‘Oh, you’re wearing 
the same thing every single day. Don’t you feel bored? Why are you so 
oppressed? There are so many different things you can do with your 
life,’” Al Taji says. “I think I’m giving her a chance to look through 
her wardrobe and see things that are stylish, that go with the trends 
out there. She doesn’t need to feel any less than any woman wearing 
anything out there. And she has to feel presentable. You are presenting, 
you’re representing your religion. You chose to dress in a certain way 
and let it be nice and trendy and clean and appeal to other people.”
 As a business owner, Al Taji is preoccupied with her increasing 
responsibilities, including paying rent and suppliers, training her 
employees and giving them incentives, monitoring which designs do 
well, and gathering feedback from consumers. From her father, who 
drove the family from Kuwait to Egypt in 1990, she says she learned 
about being prompt and fair. “He used to tell us that you need to give 
people rights before you do anything,” she says. For now, any profit 
is reinvested into the business, so she’s not quite pocketing cash for 
herself. She continues to buy material herself and work directly with 
her producers and develop her product line. Others have gotten 
into the ring, and she faces competition from additional local abaya 
makers. Her husband and brother are pushing her to have an official 
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website. Concurrently, her aim to grow as a designer tugs at her, and 
she is taking more fashion design courses and continues to release 
new collections each season. She has also displayed her work at Dubai 
fashion shows, a dream of hers. “You have to have an edge. You have to 
play around with fabrics. You have to come around with new ideas all 
the time, not stay, like, with your old stuff. And you need to always see 
what people need,” Al Taji says. 
 From the shop, she jumps into her sport utility vehicle, dodging 
through Cairo’s dicey traffic, en route to pick up her daughter from 
nursery school. Al Taji says her priority has been to her children and 
home, which made her reluctant at first to move into business, but she 
now skillfully navigates the sea of duties. It’s important for a woman 
not to lose herself, she says. She mentions how so many of her friends 
have started small-scale business ventures, from baking to clothes—all 
of which, she asserts, makes her proud.
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Nisreen Shocair:
Leading the Reemergence of the Arabic 
Entertainment Industry
—Rahilla Zafar

Over the past decade, an Arab cultural renaissance has taken 
place across the Middle East. Embracing this has been 
pivotal to Nisreen Shocair, who has helped Virgin Megastores 

transform from a struggling enterprise in 2006 to becoming the leading 
entertainment brand in the region. Coming from a Syrian background, 
Shocair grew up in Nigeria and later lived in Jordan, London, Texas, and 
New York. She says that in the Levant countries, there has been more 
of a tendency to be Westernized. “The Lebanese are more inclined to 
be French, the Syrians and Jordanians are very British or American—
it’s the colonization effect to some extent,” she explains. Several Gulf 
countries, including Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and Saudi 
Arabia, have made it a priority to support Arab cultural initiatives. 
“They have money to invest in it and a sense of pride in their language 
and culture, so they took it upon themselves to preserve it,” she says. 
One example she draws upon is Al Jazeera’s children’s channel, which 
is taking popular shows and creating Arabic versions with their own 
animation. “All of a sudden, because they led the way and invested in 
imprints and translating a lot of popular books, everyone else followed 
suit; it’s become cool to be Arab,” says Shocair. 
 She noticed this shift happening event in the Levant, where a sense 
of pride in being Arab has emerged. “It literally happened in a span of 
a couple of years. If you looked at our business in the early 2000s, it 
was all about Western books, English-based music and movies, and 
then the younger generation that have become powerful consumers 
are saying, ‘No, I’d rather listen to my own music,’” she explains. Today 
at weddings in the region, Arabic pop songs play, while in previous 
times, it was more common to hear popular British or American 
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music. Also, doing her part to support culture in the region, she often 
will take on an unknown artist or writer who otherwise might struggle 
to find distribution. “Oftentimes, I don’t know if it’s going to do great, 
but it’s worth a chance. We’ll sell it because we need more people to feel 
encouraged to write books, for example,” she says.
 Shocair’s multicultural taste in entertainment began when her 
brothers, while visiting from boarding school in England, would bring 
back copies of British music magazines and vinyl records. Her very 
musical parents took her to dozens of operas before the age of 12, 
during trips abroad. At 16, while a college student at the University 
of North Texas, she would work the graveyard shift at Blockbuster, 
and routinely watched all five free monthly employee rentals she was 
allotted. She eventually watched every single movie in the company’s 
archive. Shocair later worked at Viacom, Sony, and Bertelsmann, 
before completing her MBA doing a dual program offered by Columbia 
University and the London Business School. She later became the head 
of marketing for the Hearst Corporation. 
 Having been in the entertainment industry since 1993, she became 
a big believer in the future of both digital and wireless after working 
on the Napster deal for BMG. She didn’t believe youth were going to 
continue to buy music in a physical format of any kind. When she took 
over Virgin in 1996, she actively began shrinking and repositioning so 
the stores were not record stores but instead entertainment department 
stores. “The beautiful thing about the Virgin brand is that Richard 
Branson is very open minded, and so is his entire team. If you can 
prove a business case for something, then why not?” she says. 
 While some of her suppliers have suggested she bring the 
rebranded Virgin to the United States, she’s keen to continue to focus 
on the Middle East. “We’ve done really well in the region, and if I’m 
going to go anywhere, it’s going to have to be the growing countries,” 
she says. She notes that many Middle Eastern brands are doing well in 
Malaysia, and she is interested in places such as Singapore, Hong Kong, 
and Korea, which also have very young consumers. Other countries on 
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her radar include Turkey and those in Central Asia. Although she’s not 
interested in expanding to the United States, she says there’s much to 
learn from American customer service, which is far superior to that 
of anywhere else. She has also embraced the Zappos model in human 
resources. Previously, if an employee made a mistake, Shocair says, they 
operated under a very old-fashioned system in which the individual 
got a warning. If it happened a fourth time, the employee would get 
fired. “We’ve launched something called hours of community service, 
where you can choose to sign a warning or you can offer (depending 
on the penalty) a certain number of hours to do community service,” 
Shocair explains. These community hours could be spent in cleaning 
up a street, helping out in the warehouse, or at a disability center. 
 Another concept Shocair has embraced, with help from a new 
part-time employment law launched in the United Arab Emirates, is 
flexible hours for women. In 2008, after the Dubai crash, there was an 
influx of women to the workforce, many of whom had never worked 
before. The new law in the UAE has helped offer women more flexibility 
in terms of the number of hours they take on. “From a management 
perspective, you have to be flexible; part time is good for our business, 
too,” Shocair notes. For instance, she says, moms understand the kids 
segment more than anyone and are perfect buyers in that area. Others, 
she notes, are avid readers and have performed well on the sales floor. 
 “I have a responsibility in my position to foster new talent, because 
there is no one else who is going to do it,” she says. This includes 
spending time with her suppliers, teaching them cash management 
and how to keep abreast of their inventory levels. She adds that there 
is a huge responsibility that comes with her job that goes beyond just 
managing her 650 employees. She considers herself a mentor creating 
opportunities so her employees can grow, travel, and get many different 
orientations. 
 Another area she prides herself in is working with local staff, 
whom she says she’s been incredibly impressed by. “There has been a 
lot of debate on Emiratization, where it’s a quota and you have to fill up 
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bodies to fulfill a government need. We’ve taken a different approach,” 
she says. She dispels the stereotype that all Emiratis are rich and feels 
that it’s her responsibility to provide work opportunities to them where 
there’s room to grow. “Whether it’s Emiratis or others, we have people 
with disabilities—it could be language disability, a physical handicap, 
or mental—we have tasks in the store that can allow them to work and 
bring in an income and feel confident,” she says. The Emiratis that have 
worked for Virgin are typically very electronics oriented, outspoken, 
and bilingual in both English and Arabic. “It’s nice to know that when 
you have an Emirati on your team, you didn’t just hire them to fill a 
quota; you hired them because they are really good and they deserve 
to be here,” she adds.
 An important advocate for Shocair is her teenage daughter, who 
often accompanies her on store visits, or will even do them in her 
place. Shocair also credits her family for being supportive, especially 
when she and her husband both have to travel for work. Shocair says 
she grew up watching her mother, a teacher, balance family and work 
life. With parents who were forced to flee Syria, she was raised with a 
very strong work ethic, in a household where importance was placed 
on work and education being a security, as you never know what will 
happen in life. “My dad was of the belief that if you are independent 
financially, then you are independent in every other way, and that is 
why it was important to him for us to have a good education as the 
girls in the family,” she explains, adding that her father-in-law has the 
same attitude toward women working. Since Shocair’s husband runs 
his own company, he has the flexibility to set his hours so they match 
her schedule. “We can be at the mall and I’ll do a store visit while he 
is doing something else for half an hour,” she says, adding that she 
works seven days a week. Finally, she says, what helps most of all in her 
success in retail is the fact that she loves her job. 
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HRH Fahda bint Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz Al-Saud: 
A Royal Legacy for Women’s Education 
—Rahilla Zafar

Her Royal Highness Fahda bint Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz Al-Saud is 
an accomplished artist, writer, and the daughter of Saud bin Abdul 
Aziz, the second ruling king of Saudi Arabia. Seeking to preserve her 
family’s legacy, she took it upon herself to be the historian of her father’s  
reign. She heads the AlFaisalya Welfare Society, which includes an 
orphanage, autism center, and job training program for low-income and 
disabled women.
 In an interview with Knowledge@Wharton, she said one of her most 
formative childhood memories was her father’s push for female education. 
Her father’s vision was to modernize Saudi Arabia, she said, adding that 
he would be proud to see women playing leading roles in virtually all 
sectors of Saudi society, from medicine to education, in business and 
technological fields.
 While much has improved since the beginning of her father’s rule 
in 1953, Al-Saud said her country needs more training programs and 
jobs to help fulfill the sustainable development schemes embarked on by 
the government. She discussed the evolution of women in Saudi society, 
reflected on her childhood, and provided insight into Saudi culture as 
it balances the advancement of women while upholding its traditional 
values.
 
An edited transcript of the conversation follows.

Knowledge@Wharton: What was your childhood like?

Her Royal Highness Fahda bint Abdullah bin Abdul Aziz Al-Saud: 
We lived a very simple life, receiving basic Islamic teachings and the 
history of our ancestors. We learned about the life of our beloved 
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Prophet Muhammad and his wife Saida Khadijah Bint Khuwaylid who 
was our biggest role model and the first convert to Islam. She was the 
first wife of our beloved Prophet, a great woman with immense virtue 
and courage and a pioneer in accepting Islam as her religion. She 
supported her husband both on personal and professional levels, loved 
him and believed in him. She continues to be a source of inspiration 
for Muslim women around the world to this very day.

Knowledge@Wharton: Historically, what role have women played in 
Saudi society?

Al-Saud: The role of women in a Bedouin society prior to the inception 
of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has always been a prominent one. 
Women worked hand in hand with men to survive in an immensely 
harsh environment where there was constant mobility in the vast 
desert. As society progressed and became more institutionalized, the 
need for female education arose, which my father made possible by 
initiating the opening of schools for women around the kingdom in 
1960. His decision faced some resistance, but eventually was accepted 
and changed the life of women in the kingdom preceding the official 
opening of female schools. My father opened the first two private 
schools in 1956, to educate his daughters, members of the royal family, 
and girls from the public in Riyadh whose families permitted them to 
join the safely guarded school located in his palace. 
 Women began to acquire their role in a new society, which 
prepared them to be absorbed in the workforce, however limited the 
opportunities were at that time due to fewer options in specialties 
at universities. I belonged to that generation who witnessed the 
transformation of our lives as Saudi women with great aspirations 
and anticipation to become active members of our world. Gradually, 
our dreams became reality, and women’s status changed as education, 
work, and participation in different facets of life within our social 
structure expanded.
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Knowledge@Wharton: Why did your father face resistance when he 
decided to support female education?

Al-Saud: The reason was not due to Islamic teachings. On the contrary, 
it was due to our tribal laws that existed at that time. Women were not 
allowed to go out to public places but were permitted to study at home 
and learn the Quran, reading, and writing through religious teachers. 
The resistance was mostly due to the nontraditional practice of leaving 
the household rather than trying to restrict education itself. 
 When my father issued the law to send girls to public schools, 
he stated that female education should be supervised by the General 
Presidency for the Education of Girls, headed by the Grand Mufti of 
the country, in order to convince the public of the protection of their 
daughters by the Islamic teachings which they would receive at school. 
This provided comfort in accepting a new step against local existing 
customs. This decision encouraged the parents to send their daughters 
to school. However, in Hejaz, there were few female private schools 
at that time due to Ottoman influence, making the new law more 
welcomed at the public level.
 Islam stresses the empowerment of women by protecting their 
rights and financial independence, which is stated clearly in “Surah 
An Nisa” [a Quranic chapter entitled, “The Women”]. Women are 
given the right of inheritance, keeping her wealth for herself and 
obliging support from the husband, father, and brothers. Nevertheless, 
economic necessities with the expansion of the state have made more 
Saudi women join the workforce in a traditional environment of 
protection, comfort, and privacy. 

Knowledge@Wharton: What influence did the male figures in your 
life have in terms of influencing how you viewed your role in society?

Al-Saud: My father played a great role in our lives. He encouraged 
female education at a time when our country was developing. He had 



Part Five: Leaders

173

fought in my grandfather’s army and was the architect of modern 
Saudi Arabia after its unification. His experience during the unification 
taught him to appreciate every blessing. The opportunity to learn was 
one that he took to a very high level, starting with educating his own 
daughters. He prepared us to be role models for women in our society 
and to become pioneers. Some of my sisters were the first women from 
the royal family to work as teachers at King Saud University, social 
workers at hospitals, and members of welfare societies by rendering 
services to the community. 
 These opportunities were equally accessible to all women 
depending on their capability and [their] will to serve the society, 
regardless of their background. More so, women from the public had 
more chances to work than women from the royal family because 
of social considerations at that time. As society developed, attitudes 
changed with the increase of education and the need for women in 
the workforce as the population escalated at a rapid rate that required 
services rendered by women. Today, we can now witness famous 
names of Saudi women in every domain of life.

Knowledge@Wharton: What was your mother’s influence on the 
evolution of women’s roles in Saudi society?

Al-Saud: My mother was of Syrian origin and had memorized the 
Quran by heart at an early age. She valued education and helped 
my father in opening the palace school by bringing teachers from  
well-known families from Palestine, Egypt, Syria, and Lebanon. 
A member of the prominent Dajani family from Palestine was the 
headmaster of our school. My mother’s commitment to the education 
of her daughters set an example to our relatives and members of 
society. Her support continued, and she later sent us to Lebanon to 
enroll in boarding school and attend university. Her influence was felt 
by [her] standing firmly behind her children and my father to facilitate 
the education of women. 
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 My eldest sister had a literary salon where she invited well-known 
Egyptian and Lebanese female journalists and writers such as Amina 
Al Said, Zainab Al Ghazali, Ghada Al Samman, and many others. My 
mother was a very courageous woman who believed strongly that we 
should play a significant role in our country by leading by example. 
She really fought for that belief and was exposed to different state 
guests of my father whom she entertained in our house, which created 
an atmosphere of cultural exchange at a very high level that she shared 
with her countrywomen.

Knowledge@Wharton: How have you seen Saudi culture evolve in 
terms of the role of women and their visibility in society?

Al-Saud: Women definitely have more prospects than those of my 
generation because of the variation of subjects they can study both in 
Saudi Arabia and abroad due to the significance placed on education 
and the great need for employment. The government upheld women 
education as a great importance and has launched scholarship programs 
for acquiring higher education in needed fields to create new jobs for 
both women and men which were previously occupied by non-Saudis. 
We are growing and developing as a society and need initiatives on the 
side of the government in implementing new laws supporting the new 
women workforce. 

Knowledge@Wharton: Islam historically has been progressive toward 
women and their role in society. Do you see religion having a positive 
influence in terms of helping women move forward in Saudi Arabia?

Al-Saud: Islam has been the driving force behind the progress of 
society and the rights of women since its rise. Women’s place in society 
faces challenges all across the world. For example, women in the U.S. 
and Europe often don’t get equal pay as men when holding the same 
positions, but that is a problem we don’t have in our system. 
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 We have our problems, like any other culture in the world, and 
are working hard to solve them. We assess the rights of women and 
the duty of men and vice versa because both represent the upkeep and 
shelter of a family. Islamic teachings will always be the driving force 
of our society that governs our daily life. [Islam is] the source of laws, 
with its equitable treatment of men and women in terms of duties and 
rights that are clearly laid out in the Holy Quran.

Knowledge@Wharton: How would you explain the misrepresentation 
of Islamic teachings to an outside audience that may not understand 
the Muslim world or the culture in Saudi Arabia?

Al-Saud: The West expects us as Muslim women and society to act 
and live according to standards created by them and basing them as 
our role models. We live in a diversified world that holds different 
perceptions based on historical, religious, geographical, and social 
factors that should be respected and accepted by everybody. The West 
should stop regarding societies that don’t abide by their norms as a 
threat and try to change them to be a replica of themselves, which only 
creates confusion and conflicts. The West[ern countries] have chosen 
to separate state from religion and replaced it with civil laws—that is a 
model that doesn’t suit us as Muslims. 
 The Western model is not compatible with the Islamic model 
and way of life, in most of its teachings, family values, and ethics. 
For example, in Western society women have sacrificed their family 
structure in exchange for total independence, which has resulted in 
the breakdown of the fabric of society. In Islam, women are the nucleus 
of the family unit, which is part of the community and in turn part of 
the society and nation. When the family unit breaks down, the whole 
nation pays the price and society’s values disintegrate. A woman’s 
priority in Islam is the family unit, which is the building block to the 
very adhesive fabric of society based on compassion, cooperation, 
a value system, and strength. This model is the one we choose to 
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adhere to and safeguard for our children and society. However, that 
doesn’t mean that we don’t evolve and develop like any other society, 
provided the changes we seek don’t conflict with the basic teachings 
of the Quran. Acceptance, learning, and respecting other cultures and 
religions is the only way for understanding any culture, and Islam is 
part of this equation.
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Huda Al Lawati:
Breaking Barriers in Private Equity
—Rahilla Zafar

It wasn’t long ago when Jimmy Choo cofounder Tamara Mellon 
noted to the Financial Times that she’d never met a woman 
working in private equity. In such a male dominated industry, 

there is hope for women to break through its glass ceiling, even in 
the Middle East. One such example is Huda Al Lawati, Dubai-based 
managing director of Abraaj Capital, a leading private equity firm 
investing in global growth markets. According to Al Lawati, drawing 
women into finance is not simply a question of overcoming cultural 
issues or set perceptions about the industry. She believes that the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) countries can significantly influence and 
better equip people to enter the financial industry through improved 
educational curriculums and quality training courses. In her view, the 
improvements needed should not be limited to helping women but 
available to all GCC citizens.
 Al Lawati had lived in Dubai until the age of seven, when her family 
moved to their home country, Oman. Rather than send their daughters 
to government schools, her parents opted for a private school where 
English, along with Arabic, was taught as a first language. The school 
had a coeducational environment, unlike the segregated government 
schools. In Al Lawati’s view, these factors influenced her socially and 
academically, providing an advantage when she eventually entered 
university and work environments. “People educated in government 
systems have to work twice as hard learning English in parallel with 
their core studies,” she says. “The women from government schools 
are unaccustomed to coeducational environments and find it difficult 
to express themselves in a mixed setting.”
 Al Lawati was the first woman in her family to go to the United  
States for college, picking Brown University where she earned two 
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degrees in Neuroscience and Business Economics respectively, 
graduating with honors. Al Lawati says that her upbringing, together 
with her education, had a great influence on preparing her for the 
future. She emphasized that her father, whom she describes as very 
open-minded, encouraging and extremely well-read, helped shape 
both her life and career. She says that she has been blessed with a family 
that places great importance on education and independence. Even 
her grandfather, from an older generation in a conservative society, 
emphasized the value of education and achievement, regardless of 
gender, during her childhood. 
 After graduating in 2001, Al Lawati decided to move back to Oman 
and worked for the multinational oil and gas company Schlumberger 
as a fiscal accountant. The firm had big plans for her, but despite the 
growth opportunities she was offered, she made the decision to leave. 
During that time, the Dubai finance sector was at its early stages, and 
she decided she wanted to be part of its growth. She met the founder 
of Zawya, who was building a portal in the Middle East as a regional 
equivalent of Bloomberg or Reuters. Al Lawati was tasked with writing 
a business plan and creating a pilot for Zawya’s financials module. 
Once, she confided to the founder that she had never performed such 
a task. He encouraged her by stating that it was the first time that he 
had formed a company like Zawya. For Al Lawati, being a small part 
of what later became one of the biggest entrepreneurial success stories 
in the region was an amazing experience. Through it, she met several 
professionals from the finance sector, among them directors and 
founders of Abraaj, who encouraged her to apply there. 
 Al Lawati explains that in this region, private equity is a new and 
relatively unknown field. In addition, finance in the Middle East has 
historically been limited to merchant banking, with a prevalence of 
clerical job opportunities. A key issue in this region is that little to no 
career guidance is provided in schools for women wanting to embark 
on a career in finance. Furthermore, the demand for long hours and the 
need for extensive networking in the financial sector do not encourage 
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women to choose this field despite the attraction of highly paid jobs. 
“I believe that the mind-set of women in the GCC is that [a] job is an 
option, not a necessity, so why choose a demanding career?” she says. 
Another factor contributing to the lack of regional talent in private 
equity is a lack of financial skills among both men and women in the 
Middle East, which again comes down to educational barriers. 
 Many GCC countries continue to have a high level of government 
employment, reaching as much as 80% in some countries. Al Lawati 
recalls an interview with a potential employee, a young woman, who 
asked, “If I work for the government, I’ll be home by two; and you 
want me to work till midnight?” Al Lawati tried to explain to the 
young woman that she’d be more likely to enjoy her job and that by 
choosing it, she would embark upon a lifelong “career” rather than a 
“job.” Despite the growth in the financial sector in the region, there is a 
paucity of female applicants, though not a lack of employers willing to 
hire women, in Al Lawati’s view. Conversely, due to the implementation 
of policies such as an increase in female employment in the GCC, 
companies often hire women regardless of their professional merit. 
“Companies are asked to recruit regardless of professional merit or 
skills, and this is also a problem,” says Al Lawati. 
 Al Lawati says that, in her view, the basic demands of the financial 
or private equity sectors are not biased toward gender either way. 
However, there is an increased focus on medical and legal professions 
early in the life of girls in the Middle East. In addition, she says some 
women find it harder to do well in finance because they suffer from 
a tendency to underplay their achievements compared to their male 
counterparts. In terms of being a role model for women, Al Lawati says 
that from her observations, it’s often motivating to young women when 
they see other women from their own culture in such diverse fields. 
“Some are already ambitious, and it encourages them; others may be 
getting discouraged at home or in their community, so it counters the 
idea that a women’s role in life is limited to getting married and having 
kids,” she says. 
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 Al Lawati believes that family and work life can easily be balanced. 
“I think there’s no reason why anyone, whether male or female, cannot 
manage being a parent and an executive. People seem to be doing it 
successfully all around the world,” she states. “In fact, balancing a work 
and personal life is easier in the GCC, as almost all women have easy 
access to hired help or extended family support. “I’m not saying a nanny 
should bring up a child, but you can use resources at your disposal  
to effectively manage your personal and professional life,” she explains. 
She adds that women who are qualified executives are typically good  
at multitasking and managing their time and resources. While  
Al Lawati admits that it is important for men to buy into women’s 
roles in the workplace, she emphasizes that first and foremost it is the 
women who need to develop their self-confidence and trust in their 
own abilities. Respect from others soon follows once one believes  
in oneself, she adds. 
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Rama Chakaki: 
Nurturing Entrepreneurs Is a Heartfelt Mission 
—Rahilla Zafar

Rama Chakaki found herself reflecting on the purpose of life 
early on. In her mid-20s, she was diagnosed with sarcoidosis,   
an autoimmune disease that builds scar tissue around vital 

organs. In her case, it was the heart.
 She was in and out of hospitals and treatment centers, with a 
defibrillator and pacemakers and myriad medications. 
 “When something like that happens in your life, it gives you a 
chance to reflect, then think about what you want out of your life,” she 
says. “And so I had to think in short spurts and think that, ‘Okay, if I 
had this much time, what will I be doing?’ And so that immediately 
eliminated all of the time wastage out of my life.”
 Nearly two decades later, that sense of urgency, coupled with her 
strong belief in pursuing work that one loves, has led Chakaki from 
a successful corporate career to now redefining the entrepreneurial 
landscape in the Arab world, as she aims to nurture innovative social 
enterprises through her firm, Baraka Ventures. For her, it’s a departure 
from the traditional models of charity and nongovernmental 
organization work. In place of gloomy posters with a “really sad  
child,” she says there’s an opportunity to shift the approach in the 
region into something more positive and uplifting that makes evident 
the social impact. 
 At night, from her immaculate high-rise apartment, the illuminated 
Dubai skyline becomes a web of low-lying constellations. Chakaki 
brews chamomile tea, fresh from her parents’ native Syria. The 43-year-
old displays a photo of a glider plane and its pilot: her grandmother, 
whom she called Annaa. Once, she says, her Annaa survived a crash 
in Syria and still returned to flying, a leisure activity for her, just to 
prove she could do it. Knowing and drawing strength from one’s roots, 
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as she herself does, is something Chakaki stresses when she speaks  
with young women. Not only might they discover role models, but she 
says they can also build on their traditions with the new knowledge 
they gain. 
 “You don’t want to learn something and then be uneducated about 
your past and your culture. You want to fuse the two together. And 
there are solutions within our culture, religion, heritage—to all of  
the issues that we face today,” says Chakaki, who speaks in a laid-back 
yet assured tone. “We just have to be mindful and open to thinking 
about them.”
 That’s coming from a woman who has traversed continents. 
 Her parents moved from Syria to Saudi Arabia, where opportunities 
abounded for the likes of her engineer father in the 1970s. From 
kindergarten through the 12th grade, she attended a private girls’ 
school in the eastern province, founded by the daughters of the late 
king Faisal and some of their cousins. Outside her school circle, she was 
also surrounded by her mother’s friends, some of whom were among 
the first women to set up and manage retail outlets there, making them 
pioneers of sorts.
 At home, her encouraging father treated his daughter and younger 
sons equally. Her mother upheld a can-do attitude across the board, 
imploring her children, “You can’t tell me how you can’t do it.”
 At beach clubs, Chakaki would play tennis and participate in tae 
kwon do, a martial art. “Back then, the community was small. We were 
very close,” she says. “Saudis and non-Saudis mixed, so most of my 
friends were Saudis. I really felt like … that was home.” 
 Only on a few occasions did she sense some difference between 
boys and girls. For instance, when she was hospitalized during her 
senior year of high school, the Ministry of Education forbade girls 
from taking exams outside of school, whereas young men (even those 
in jail) were permitted to do so. “You kind of sensed growing up that 
the young men were given a lot more opportunities, which is amazing, 
because the outcome is a lot of Saudi women are much stronger as a 
result because they’ve had to really fight to maintain that.”
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 The Chakakis’ strong sense of belonging would not be enough to 
allow the family to enjoy the benefits that came with being a Saudi 
citizen. There, they would remain bound to the expatriate strictures. 
Keen on living in a place where they could possess privileges as 
nationals, her father moved the family again. This time, they headed to 
the United States. 
 Uprooted and disappointed, Chakaki landed at George Washington 
University in Washington, DC. She went from an all-Arabic school 
with English comprising a single subject to a fully English-based 
curriculum. She dropped her plans to pursue medicine because she 
found the language transition difficult in those subjects, instead 
switching to the numbers-based field of engineering.
 After earning her degree, Chakaki worked in the software 
development and telecommunications industries. She rose through 
the ranks at MCI (which became Cable and Wireless after acquisition), 
went on to Global TeleSystems Inc., and later a senior colleague 
recruited her as a partner to establish KeyBridge Corporation, a firm 
that built data centers. Her classroom and work environments were 
always predominantly male, but Chakaki says she never considered 
being a woman a barrier.
 Well into her career and now the mother of two, Chakaki sensed a 
change in the atmosphere in Washington following the September 11, 
2001, attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade Center in New York 
City. The pull of the past and heritage beckoned. “I felt like I wanted 
the kids to really understand their Arabic roots and feel connected as 
Arabs, rather than feel embarrassed by the fact that they were Arabs.” 
Again, her family moved. This time, at her will, it was to the United 
Arab Emirates. 
 When she moved to Dubai in 2003, Chakaki joined EastNets as 
a chief operating officer for the group that delivered software for the 
financial sector. That allowed her to get firsthand knowledge of how 
the financial community operated, at a time when Dubai was still being 
built as an international and financial center. Her interest in setting 
up and helping companies expand blossomed. Meanwhile, she began 
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pushing the company to support social causes as a way to give back 
to the community—the concept of corporate social responsibility, she 
says, was not exactly on everyone’s mind. As she worked on projects 
with charities and NGOs in Dubai and Syria, she was struck by  
the depth of need out there. Despite popular perceptions of this  
being a moneyed locale, she says that money alone was not solving 
societal problems. 
 At the time, Chakaki didn’t know quite how to translate her drive to 
work on community projects into a business, but echoing her mother’s 
can-do maxim, “I figured there will be a way.” She left EastNets and 
applied her corporate experience to support entrepreneurs who had 
a social element to their business. Chakaki got the conversation about 
social entrepreneurship going at an individual level, through public 
discussion groups and forums, and through entrepreneurship classes 
she taught at a university. She also learned of people heading social 
enterprises online and by word of mouth, allowing her to explore the 
model and learn about what was already out there. Along the way, 
she met Mahmoud Abu-Wardeh, who shared a similar vision, and 
together they founded Baraka Ventures. Their work includes aiding 
social entrepreneurs in growing their business; collaborating with 
governments interested in new ways of investing in communities; and 
providing technological support to companies, nonprofits, and others. 
 In their work, Chakaki says they discovered that many entre-
preneurs lacked expertise in communications, even when it came to 
using easily accessible tools such as the internet and social media. They 
created zeedna, a web-based social publishing platform that helps users 
hone their online strategies and allows them to build their sites in Arabic 
and English. Another online Baraka portal, Bidayat, serves as a hub for 
social ventures in the Middle East; through it, social entrepreneurs and 
others can track programs being launched and connect with likeminded 
folks and resources to make their initiatives a reality. 
 In the public sector, the Qatar government tapped Chakaki’s 
firm to help with its bid for the FIFA World Cup: Baraka researched 
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and authored two chapters on how the games could contribute to 
sustainable social and human development over the next dozen years. 
Other Baraka projects and collaborations range from conducting 
training sessions and a weekly radio program in Dubai to leading 
environmental education programs and organizing activities for 
children with special needs. 
 Chakaki says sustainability is always on their mind, and they 
consider their ventures an investment in the long term. They look to 
zeedna as the profit-making wing, but still offer charities and nonprofits 
discounted rates for the services. 
 With its sleek presentation and unabashed positivity, Chakaki’s 
company reflects what she views as a shift in the past half decade or so 
in the region, away from conventional forms of charity work. “Charity 
used to be a very kind of informal affair, and you know, in Islam, we  
say your right hand shouldn’t know what your left hand is giving.  
And so most people did it kind of very low key, and that worked 
very well for the longest time,” she says. But then, after 9/11, she says 
governments became very strict about granting charity licenses and 
scrutinized the source of donations because of money laundering and 
other concerns. That made it cumbersome to operate charities here, 
Chakaki says, but also opened the door to a new kind of thinking. In 
place of merely contributing funds, people could volunteer their time, 
and organizations could refine their structures and strategies and 
become more communications-savvy while mobilizing the community 
to get involved. 
 She envisions Baraka becoming a center for exchange where, in 
a sense, services and information are bartered; people learn from 
Baraka’s entrepreneurs, who in turn, reap knowledge from them. “I 
believe in many smalls,” she says. “Many small organizations working 
together are much better than these mammoth organizations, so we 
have to collaborate with others.” 
 Similarly, she is interested in women across the region linking 
beyond their borders to fix some of the problems their generation 
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faces. They have the acumen, talent, drive, and education to do so, she 
says. Together, they could become a force to reckon with. “We’re just 
finding each other, and I think, personally, I’m pushing to make sure 
that women of my generation are starting to invest financially, but also 
invest socially and be able to kind of profile themselves and the people 
in their communities, so that everybody else is aware of what they’re 
doing,” she says. Areas that she believes women could work on include 
education reform; redefining the workplace to make it more female-
friendly; creating social enterprises to care for the vulnerable; and 
finding ways to promote a more value-driven lifestyle in line with their 
heritage and culture. To achieve that, Chakaki is speaking to a number 
of organizations and individuals in several countries about setting up 
an angel-funding network to support social enterprises that are led 
by women or that benefit women. She also envisions multimedia and 
online platforms where women can network and share their stories 
and experiences. With women coming from various socioeconomic 
and religious backgrounds, Chakaki says building partnerships will 
call for identifying what one appreciates about others and finding 
common ground.
 For Chakaki, it’s all about making connections. In a long dress and 
cardigan, her brown hair tumbling to her shoulders, she presses her 
elbow into the sofa. Her MacBook lid is covered with stickers: slogans 
and organization logos. Being aligned, connected, really, with one’s 
work is among the ingredients that have fueled this avid cook and 
scuba diver. “I’ve always believed—whether it’s for men or women—
you have to really be yourself and you have to bring in your values and 
principles to work.” 
 And if people do what they enjoy, they will excel, she says. In her 
case, the enthusiasm she possesses for her work is palpable when she 
speaks about cutting-edge approaches to solving social issues. “There 
were times where I remember doing jobs and saying, ‘No. Oh my God, 
I can’t believe this is something I have to do.’ But I would very quickly 
find a way out of doing that or doing that in the job,” she says. It is 
knowing one’s roots in the most fundamental sense.
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 Even with her optimism, Chakaki does not brush away challenges. 
In this region, she says, many students graduate with engineering, 
medical, or business degrees, but they lack soft skills, which is why self-
esteem, self-confidence, presentation, delivery, and public speaking are 
areas that need improvement. Moreover, she acknowledges, starting 
a business and dealing with bureaucracies is not straightforward. 
Changing minds is no easy task, she says. “When you’re a social 
entrepreneur, that’s what you’re doing—trying, to change mind-sets 
and habits and getting people to see and think different[ly],” she says. 
“That’s something that takes time.”
 Confronting the hurdles ahead is an ongoing reality for Chakaki. 
Her illness, sarcoidosis, can go into remission but then reemerge even 
stronger. It has resulted in her having 12 surgeries as well as heart 
complications. Still, she can’t be stopped. In January 2012, Chakaki 
trained for and completed the Dubai Marathon’s 10k stretch, raising 
money for causes in the process. 
 “You can always find excuses for why you can’t move ahead,” she 
says. “I feel like there’s always a way to break through and do things the 
right way. It’s all about the attitude, really.”
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Yasmin Altwaijri:
A Saudi Scientist Tackles Mental Health 
and Obesity 
—Rahilla Zafar

As one of Saudi Arabia’s most senior scientists, Yasmin Altwaijri 
leads epidemiology research at King Faisal Specialist Hospital 
and Research Centre in Riyadh. She’s been a pioneer in 

spearheading countrywide studies measuring obesity, diabetes, and 
mental health issues in Saudi Arabia. As the kingdom has become 
one of the world’s largest consumers of social media and electronic 
devices, she has most recently begun examining technology’s impact 
on mental health within Saudi society. Altwaijri is chair of the Saudi 
Women in Science Committee. The organization’s aim is to help link 
female researchers around the country and act as mentors for younger 
students interested in science. Altwaijri’s interest in epidemiology 
began when she was a student at King Saud University in Riyadh, 
studying community public health. She was eager to pursue graduate 
education in epidemiology overseas, as it wasn’t yet a well-established 
field in Saudi Arabia. While her parents supported her educational 
pursuits, she says it wasn’t a time when it was socially acceptable for 
women to travel overseas alone to pursue their education.
 While a student, she got married; her husband was also a student, in 
his final year of medical school. “When we got married, I told him, ‘You 
know, wouldn’t it be better if you went to do your training in America?’” 
she recalls. In Boston, while he was interviewing for residencies, she 
took her GREs and later got accepted into Tufts University, where she 
completed a Ph.D. “I was most interested in going there because it was 
the only school that looked at the association between dietary risk 
factors and health, I was interested in the relationship between how 
nutrients can be detrimental to health, and so on,” she says. 
 Altwaijri points out how social norms in terms of women studying 
overseas have changed over the years. Four years after she arrived in 
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the United States, her parents agreed to let her unmarried younger 
sister do her dental training there, at the University of Chicago, where 
a younger brother was also pursuing an undergraduate degree. Today 
in Saudi Arabia, over the past few years, it is now the norm for women 
to study overseas fully funded by the government. “It is very common 
to hear about women from very conservative families who are traveling 
abroad to study,” says Altwaijri. She says the cultural change is partly 
due to economic reasons; families feel their children will have better 
job opportunities if they study at good institutions in the United States. 
 Upon returning to the kingdom after completing her studies, 
she was surprised at how little research in epidemiology had been 
done since she’d left. She’s since been a leader in creating well-trained 
research teams and helping the country prioritize the health areas to 
focus on. One of those areas is mental health. Altwaijri references 
1996 World Health Organization (WHO) survey results showing 
that of the world’s top 10 most burdensome diseases, five of them 
are mental health illnesses. She explains that it’s a silent disease often 
overlooked by developing countries focused on treating more visible 
health issues. 
 Since there was then no knowledge of the most common mental 
health illnesses prevalent in Saudi Arabia, she worked with WHO, 
Harvard University, and the University of Michigan to help launch a 
large national research survey in the kingdom. “Right now research in 
this area is a blank. We’re going into unchartered territory, and many 
are anticipating our results,” she says. She also hopes that her study 
can help raise awareness on mental health so it becomes a less taboo 
subject. “Confiding to someone that you’re taking antidepressants, for 
instance, isn’t something people often talk about, even in urban areas, 
so I would imagine in rural areas the shrouding of mental illness is 
even more pronounced,” she explains. She also points out that while 
Saudi Arabia has psychiatrists, the ratio of mental health professionals 
to the per capita population is very small. Families often go to religious 
or spiritual healers on health issues they aren’t sure how to deal with. 
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 As a woman in the health field, Altwaijri says she’s been treated 
with equal respect in comparison to her male counterparts. She also 
points out that, historically, the health care industry in Saudi Arabia 
has been one of the first employers of women. However, she notes that 
it’s not the same across sectors or in other fields, where there is a glass 
ceiling when it comes to women being promoted to managerial and 
executive-level positions. She also acknowledges the issue of women 
not being able to drive, saying that it’s personally a real pain. In her 
case, their family driver also takes her kids to school, and she’s often 
left waiting at work as he attends to their needs. “Having a driver is 
not the solution; it won’t solve all of our problems. In some cases it’ll 
introduce problems, because you have a stranger living in your home,” 
she says. 
 Altwaijri says women and obesity is another important issue. She 
explains that girls in public schools don’t have any courses in physical 
education while boys do. During her research of more than 1,000 
Saudi schoolchildren both male and female, she found their obesity 
rates to be high, similar to the national average in the United States. 
And among Saudi teenage girls between 15 and 18, the obesity rates 
exceeded those of their U.S. counterparts. Altwaijri has been vocal 
in the media about the importance of Saudi women being physically 
active. “It’s not an aesthetic issue; it’s a health issue,” she explains. 
 One problem is there aren’t safe places for children to ride their 
bikes or play in their neighborhoods. Saudi children have also become 
large consumers of fast food, which is high in carbs, sugar, and fat. 
“These children may be healthy today, but 10 years from now, our 
hospitals will not be able to keep up with the number of people who 
have diabetes and heart attacks,” she says. In advocating for women’s 
physical fitness, she often avoids using the word sports altogether. 
Instead, she tries to focus the conversation on the importance of being 
physically active and not leading a sedentary lifestyle. An organized 
period during which female students are able to move and raise their 
heart rates to maintain a healthy fitness level is very important, she 
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notes. “We’re willing to design fitness activities that are religiously and 
socially acceptable,” she says. 
 Being a gym member in Saudi Arabia is a luxury not everyone 
can afford, with memberships costing $250 a month on average. “So, 
obviously, if you want to be a member of a gym, you have to have a 
car and driver and be part of a financial status that can afford both,” 
she says. Altwaijri says women’s fitness activists are challenging 
religious authority, citing examples from Islam showing that female 
family members of the Prophet Muhammad were involved in physical 
activities. Progress is happening slowly, Altwaijri notes, and the 
last Olympics, in 2012, were the first time in history Saudi women 
participated. 
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Sadika Keskes:
A Tunisian Glass Artist’s Effort Displays
Women’s Strength
—Nafeesa Syeed

Years ago, artist Sadika Keskes became transfixed with fire. In 
glass, she discovered a medium that brought her into direct 
contact with the element. The atmosphere, the heat, the 

motion, ignited something within her.
 “Glass is a very lively material. That means that when we work on it, 
it is moving,” Keskes says. “And movement, for me, is hyper important 
in all my creations and in my lifestyle, because movement generates 
development and creation. So, without movement, it’s death.”
 Keskes, whose delicate features are framed by her thick dark hair, is 
credited with reviving the art of glassblowing in Tunisia and breathing 
innovation into the field over the past few decades. Constant, fluid 
movement has fed not only her creativity but also the development of 
her successful commercial art enterprises, now employing 30 workers. 
With Tunisia’s revolution, she foresees new frontiers for creative 
expression and artists’ contribution to rebuilding their country. Unable 
to sit back, she is, as always, on the move. Through Women, Show Your 
Muscles, an artisanal initiative for women in the economically strained 
interior of the country, she hopes to precipitate their self-sufficiency. 

Art and Enterprise
Keskes has a large white stucco complex on the fertile outskirts of Tunis, 
the capital. From her showroom, sunlight strikes through shelves upon 
shelves of green, pastel pink, blue, and other colored pitchers, plates, 
lanterns, and vases—all made from recycled glass. A floor above is 
a tiled Moorish events hall. The grounds also include workshops 
with brick kilns and a spacious exhibition gallery. As a child, Keskes 
attended school in the old quarter of Sfax, on Tunisia’s southeastern 
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coast. At lunchtime, she would go to her aunt’s house where she would 
watch her cousin replicate the works of the famous French sculpture 
Auguste Rodin. Her artisan family also exposed her to painting and 
woodworking, in which her father specialized. 
 Later, as a fine arts student concentrating in ceramics, she saw a 
short film about glasswork and became hooked. When she first told 
her father that she wanted to work in glass, being unfamiliar with the 
form, he questioned her choice, saying it would be too difficult given 
the very physical nature of the work. Yet that was what drew her to it. 
Although her mind was made up, she couldn’t find a place in Tunisia 
to study glassmaking while there was a history of the craft with the 
Phoenicians, Romans, and Arabs who had populated Tunisia over the 
epochs, it had disappeared after the 14th century. Then, in 1984, she 
traveled to Murano, Italy, a renowned center for glassblowing, where 
she trained in glass art, then the only woman in her program. 
 Keskes had the opportunity to remain in Italy. But something called 
her home. She turned down a job with a great master, saying she felt 
burdened by the centuries of glasswork in Venice. Such a history made 
it “impossible for you to create things that are different. You suffocate, 
totally,” she says in French. “I wanted to reunite with my culture.... I 
wanted to come back to Tunis to come closer to my culture. I want 
to create something different. I wanted to work with glass but not in 
the Venetian way. I wanted to create something new.” An archaeology 
aficionado and observer of cultures, she sees continuity with earlier 
ages, and gleans meaning from the past and tradition. But what’s 
produced now is that “something new.” She says, once again, it’s about 
movement: “Today, we are making our future history.” 
 What she learned in Murano, she says, was not enough, and she 
knew she’d have to continue refining her skills in her own space. She 
got a 10,000 Tunisian dinar loan from a state program that allocated 
funds to recent graduates and artisans who launched enterprises. Her 
brother agreed to cosign the loan, serving as the guarantor if she ever 
defaulted. “If you don’t have a brother or another person to sign, it is 
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not possible to get the money,” she says. “It is very important, because 
not all young people are lucky regarding this.” 
 She worked out of a tiny workshop, turning to any and all sources 
to help furnish her operation. She went to factories to buy secondhand 
fireproof machines, constructed her own oven, and made her own 
tools. And she used only recycled glass. “I practically worked in the 
red for five years. I did not make profits. I had to close down two or 
three times,” she says. Additionally, she had to create awareness around 
her line of glasswork. “It was really difficult because people culturally 
do not [differentiate] between mechanic glass and handmade glass. 
So, my prices were more expensive,” she says. At the same time, to 
supplement her income, she taught fine arts for many years. 
 Keskes had some sales in shops and participated in fairs; and her 
mother aided by giving her pieces as gifts to the family. Her sister, who 
was an independent commercial agent selling perfumes, clothes, and 
other items, also helped by selling some of the artwork. At one point, 
Keskes had to stop working with glass for a year, because she had to 
repay her loan, and took up designing clothes. 
 It was the innovation and connection to her culture that she had 
so earnestly chased that ultimately became Keskes’s greatest asset. 
Migrating away from merely copying Venetian molds, she searched 
for something new. She combined glass and Tunisian silver, with its 
distinct design and quality. That “something new” began to fetch  
her profits.
 After about seven years, she moved to a new place, in Ras Tabia, a 
more popular location than her earlier site. She also started to get some 
recognition when her work was featured in the media and in many 
films, which she calls her only form of marketing. The director of one 
film, financed by the tourism ministry, was dumbfounded that Keskes 
wasn’t better known. He helped her move to La Marsa, a tourist district 
near the sea, where she remains today. She again borrowed money 
from the state, this time for 250,000 Tunisian dinars, to build on the La 
Marsa plot. The cap amount for arts and crafts loans was 10,000 dinars, 
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the amount she had first received. But this time around, she needed a 
bigger sum to expand, so in her application, she represented her outfit 
as an industrial enterprise. That money paid for the initial structures, 
and later, with the profits she made from the growing glass sales, she 
created the sprawling complex that now stands.
 To Keskes, her advancement as an artist is seemingly inseparable 
from her entrepreneurial success. “I think that the most important 
thing is that the engine of development is creativity. Each time that 
I created something good—that changed the enterprise. Because, as 
you look through the development stages of my enterprise, you’d find 
the work of silver and glass. Then, when I was in Ras Tabia, I created 
objects with forged iron,” another take on the form. In her collections, 
there are her own creations, sculptures she herself makes, and mass 
products that she designs but that her team manufactures. In essence, 
creativity ensures sustainability, but it must be fortified with resolve, to 
withstand the difficult times. “First, there is passion, but also I believed 
in my work, and I was sure that there was need for resistance,” she says. 
One must be able to resist hardships, she says, such as long bouts of not 
having any money. “You cannot establish an enterprise, especially the 
innovative type, and think it would work in a second.”
 Keskes’ inventiveness led her to take out a third loan, in this case, 
to copyright and patent stackable iridescent glass cubes that she had 
recently created. Obtaining international copyright is pricey, and she 
needed funds to register the design. The cubes, of all hues, are not just 
for aesthetics. They can be used to build walls, and when filled with 
water, they conduct the temperature for the setting. Keskes says they 
reflect the future of central heating systems. The cubes have helped her 
multiply her sales 15 times over, she says. Unlike the other handmade 
wares she offers, the cubes’ production is subcontracted to other 
industrial firms, which make tens of thousands of the objects to meet 
the skyrocketing demand. 
 Through her design and production center she has passed on 
the art of glassblowing to about 200 people. With growing interest, 
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she’s mulling over the idea of establishing a formal training facility to 
prepare the next generation of glass artists.

Riding the Revolution
On the flip side to all that Keskes had achieved, there was the dark 
undercurrent of functioning under the repressive regime of former 
Tunisian president Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. The constriction of open 
expression took its toll. Though she did create, the context was far from 
optimal. “My work is very related to culture; it is not merely industrial. 
So, as artists, we suffocate,” she says. “Everything was going toward 
pressure, not expansion. By the end, I almost had depression; I rarely 
went out and it was a dreadful life.” 
 She can catalogue countless examples of how Ben Ali’s machi-
nations pervaded even her artistic abode. There was the time when 
Keskes spent the entire day being interrogated by police about a play, 
performed at her center, that had political themes. Another time, 
she was asked to sign a propaganda letter demonstrating the arts 
community’s support for the president. And once, officials insisted that 
she hang Ben Ali’s photograph in her studio when Morocco’s queen 
came to visit. (She refused on both counts.) Government handlers also 
hovered over any civic efforts on her part, such as when she wanted 
to set up environmental or artisanal groups. “We are controlled to the 
extreme. Whenever I organized an event, the police would be here,” 
she says. “There were intimidations all the time.”
 The choked creativity and the authorities’ ceaseless surveillance 
prompted Keskes to relocate to the Greek island of Crete, where she 
also has a shop. But then, a month later, the revolution broke out. 
“The most beautiful thing is the street has become free,” Keskes says. 
Rather than flee, she turned her gaze inward, deep into her newly 
unfettered country. “What I started doing right after the revolution is 
that I started traveling across the country. I would go see young people, 
and participate in the sociocultural activities, not only in my center in 
Tunis, but also in other places to which we did not have access before. 
So, that was a great source for inspiration for me.”
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 Ask Keskes for signs of postrevolutionary Tunisia, and she points 
to the red woolen shawl draped across her shoulders and the gray 
rug beneath her red leather ballet slippers. Driven by her desire to 
contribute to society, she spearheaded a movement that is now an official 
association to train women within Tunisia’s interior, which is where 
the revolution was ignited but where the population still experiences 
high unemployment and socioeconomic woes. The program’s  
name comes out more as a motto: “Women, show your muscles.” (In 
French: “Femmes, montrez vos muscles.” In Arabic: “Shammar ala 
dra’k ya mra.”) 
 Keskes’s group buys wool, she makes the designs, and the 
women wash and then weave the material into textiles. There are 
men working with them as well, she says. True to her form, Keskes 
connects sociocultural activities with an enterprising dimension. She 
says some of the women have been without jobs for decades. It’s not 
about donations or charity, but instead she says the goal is supporting 
the women to make a living through their own work and, eventually, 
to create their own profitable entities. Part of this requires stressing 
the quality of the work. “We show them how designs should be made 
and then they become independent and they enter into the economic 
dynamic,” she says. The effort itself is a product of the revolution: 
Keskes points out that, under Ben Ali’s rule, she would have faced 
governmental harassment attempting to establish such activities.
 Keskes notes that artists also contributed to the dictator’s fall, 
through demonstrations and other acts opposing the regime. The 
revolution has heralded an explosion of expression across various 
modes, from film, to painting, photography, theater, and more. She 
says the creative community will continue to play a role as the country 
redefines itself amid this rush of newfound voices. “The Tunisian 
society has never been in need of art and culture as it does today, 
because it is the only thing that will move people’s minds,” she says. 
“Because, without cultural development, you cannot achieve economic 
development.” Through culture, she says, minds can be opened. “If we 
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do not work on this, society will not move forward. The fall of the 
regime is not enough. Revolution is now.”
 She senses that the momentous times to which she belongs will 
be manifest in her art—perhaps in time, though, for now she is alight 
with action: “I am so happy to be in the street and see; I am absorbing 
all that I see to the point that I don’t have time,” she says. “Because to 
create, you have to be isolated. But now, I am running all over.”
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Social Entrepreneurs
Lending a Helping Hand
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Asma Mansour:
The Social Business
—Nafeesa Syeed

When uprisings erupted across Tunisia against President Zine 
El Abidine Ben Ali, Asma Mansour’s parents wouldn’t 
let her out. Fearing retaliation from Ben Ali’s notorious 

security forces, they locked her inside.
 As her friends took to the streets of the capital in the revolution 
that brought down Ben Ali and inspired movements across the Arab 
world, Mansour played a virtual role. From her computer, she kept in 
constant touch with protesters at multiple sites and then broadcast 
updates on the latest demonstrations and developments through 
Facebook and Skype. Being president of the Tunisian chapter of Junior 
Chamber International, a youth service group, and an alumna of 
AIESEC, a global youth leadership development organization, she had 
a large network of followers at home and abroad. Locals relied on her 
to vet and validate reports from the scene, and foreigners leaned on her 
to make sense of what was unfolding in the North African nation. 
 Then her father unplugged their home’s internet router. So, she 
turned to her mobile phone. Her friends added credit to her phone bill 
remotely, so she could continue her work.
 In the months after, with new possibilities opening up after two 
decades of repressive rule, she and a couple of her peers pondered 
the question: How does one fight for social change in a sustainable 
way? Together, the twentysomethings founded the Tunisian Center 
for Social Entrepreneurship. Now president of the center, Mansour 
believes social entrepreneurship has great potential in the Tunisian 
context, where unemployment and economic strife helped spark the 
2011 revolt and remain great challenges. Besides educating people 
about social entrepreneurship, the center serves as an incubator for 
social enterprises and initiatives. In addition, it connects entrepreneurs 
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with investors and encourages the government to support programs 
for social entrepreneurship. It has worked with young entrepreneurs 
whose projects cover biofuel and oil recycling, fair trade fashion, 
ecotourism, and other areas. Mansour says they’re among the first 
to introduce the concept of social entrepreneurship at this level in 
Tunisia. They find themselves having to cut through the conventional 
notion of an NGO or charity association as they try to convince 
people that a “social business” has both social and financial benefits. 
She recalls even some of her friends’ bewilderment at the idea. There 
may also be people who are social entrepreneurs but who just don’t 
know it yet, she says.
 Mansour is indefatigable. She did her first degree in accounting 
and her postgraduate degree in financial engineering. For several 
years, she was involved with international groups working on human 
rights, ethical business practices, and in several other arenas. In the 
environmental realm, she has worked with a group to create a park 
and find other uses for a field located in a poor neighborhood where 
companies dumped their rubbish and some children died from 
consuming the waste. Given her business and community service 
backgrounds, she became interested in corporate social responsibility. 
Then she came across social entrepreneurship. After much research, 
she found that the social enterprise model fosters longer-term impact 
and is more sustainable than the typical NGO. And the way she sees it, 
there’s no better time for it than now. 
 “I think this is the moment, because currently we have a lot of 
social issues and we have to think of how to solve social problems 
and to push the economy for growth,” Mansour says, her dark hair 
outlining her face. “Now we have a lot of economic problems, a lot of 
offshore companies are exiting, and this is really challenging.”
 Despite her seeming optimism, there was a time when the situation 
and mentalities in Tunisia frustrated Mansour. Was her vision of change 
too far-fetched? Should she give up? She contemplated accepting offers 
to study overseas. But ultimately, she decided to stay put. “Maybe if you 
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want to change something, you have to be a part of it,” she says. “I have 
to be part of the system and I have to fight for my Tunisia.” 
 The revolution shone a spotlight on Tunisia’s poverty and lack of 
infrastructure, as seen particularly in the country’s interior regions, 
and people became motivated to volunteer. There’s more freedom than 
ever to act, Mansour believes, even as the country navigates turbulent 
times during its transition period.
 “What I would really like that will be changed in Tunisia is that 
instead of doing sit-ins and so on—okay, I’m not against sit-ins, but I’m 
against the idea that we go to the government and we say, ‘Guys, you 
have to find a solution for us,’” Mansour says. 
 Instead, she says the solutions lie within the ideas, not just 
ideologies, that individual Tunisians will hatch. After all, no one knows 
their situation better than they. And Mansour is not one to be locked 
in. Nor will she allow others to remain so. 
 “I would like to push those people to think and to be creative,” she 
says. “I really love my country.”
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Yasmin Helal:
Helping Cairo’s Poorest Children Learn
—Nafeesa Syeed

In June 2010, three young beggars approached Yasmin Helal. Instead 
of doling out money, she handed them school bags that she had 
intended to donate to an office charity drive. Then a man came to 

her saying that he, too, needed bags for his daughters. 
 That incident set off a series of events that led Helal, a tele-
communications engineer and professional basketball player, to found 
Educate-Me, a nonprofit foundation based in Cairo that works with 
underprivileged children from ages six to 12. She has used social 
media, corporate experience, and inventive methods to execute her 
programs. Helal’s approach centers on what she deems “dream-driven 
development,” with first asking children what they want. “What we 
found is that children know, much better than us, what they want and 
what they need and what they can actually relate to,” she says.
 By indulging their interests and curiosities, she says, children gain 
not just knowledge but also the tools to achieve their aspirations. As 
lofty or abstract as that might sound, she says, she’s seen it in action. 
The approach echoes Helal’s path as she confronted her own purpose, 
questioning where she wanted to go and ultimately learning along the 
way as she pursued her passion. 
 Helal is lean and long-limbed. At 28, she’s been playing basketball 
for almost that long. As a member of the Egyptian women’s national 
team and captain of her club team, she exudes the sharp, quick-
on-your-feet thinking and dynamism needed on the court. For her, 
strategy is second nature. 
 When the man asked for school bags for his daughters, she told 
him she’d come back the next day. Upon her return, he remarked, “You 
know what, I took my daughters out of school because I couldn’t pay 
fees.” Something clicked. For a while, she’d had the idea to get involved 
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in some type of social work or educational initiative. Here was a  
“shove right to my face,” she says. She sponsored the girls and, in 
the process, calculated that to send one child to school for a whole 
year—factoring in the expenses of uniforms and other supplies—
cost 200 Egyptian pounds, an amount most people she knew could 
afford. “If that’s how much it costs to educate somebody, which is 
everybody’s right, then how about making an extra effort of trying to 
start a campaign that’s basically about shuffling resources as simple as 
possible,” she says. 
 Through word of mouth, she conveyed the story to others in the 
hope that as many students as possible would be sponsored. She also 
made frequent visits to lower-income areas, such as Fustat, in the old 
city, speaking with residents and learning about the education system 
and other realities there. She approached an NGO that worked in the 
neighborhoods and identified 135 children who had dropped out of 
school. Then she created a Facebook page under the name Educate-Me. 
“I had no intention of this going big at all. It was just like a very little 
thing I was doing on the side,” she says. But friends told friends, and 
the response was rapid. Money poured in from people she’d never met. 
In each case, Helal personally went to the schools to pay the children’s 
fees directly, rather than handing the money over to the families. 
 The experience forced her to ask the visceral question “What am 
I doing?” A Cairo University graduate who grew up in Giza, she had 
spent three years in an enviable engineering position at Alcatel-Lucent, 
the French communications technology firm. “What if I stop doing 
Educate-Me and what if I stop doing my job in Alcatel-Lucent? What’s 
going to happen? If I stop Alcatel-Lucent, they’ll hire somebody else.... 
It’s not going to affect the company,” she told herself. “But if I stop doing 
Educate-Me, those kids won’t go to school. So impact was something 
I started looking into.” The concept of salary and paychecks weighed 
on her mind. She wasn’t getting paid for her Educate-Me efforts, but 
would be up at 6:00 a.m. and pumped to do the work. “I was like, ‘How 
many people at my age and coming from my social background, my 
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level of education, would be really willing to give that up and give up, 
like, their fancy careers, their business titles, their salaries, and all that 
just to do something for the country,” she says. “I think I want to do 
something that’s more about the people.” 
 By late 2010, she had quit her job. Many were puzzled by her move, 
wondering why she would abscond her engineering post for so-called 
charity work. However, some support came through. One of Helal’s 
colleagues from Alcatel-Lucent with a management and business 
background and a well-networked business student with marketing 
experience both joined Helal. They brought business development and 
other expertise to the operation. Still, she notes, starting an NGO in 
Egypt can be difficult. 
 Looking at all the stakeholders of the education system, Helal and 
her team examined where they could further make their mark. They 
noticed shortcomings in public education and saw that merely sending 
children to school wasn’t enough. They sought an approach that would 
develop children more holistically, teaching them about character 
building and leadership, skills that would prepare them to live life on 
their own terms. In this vein, they created “learning interventions” 
and “learning events,” based on author Stephen R. Covey’s book 
The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. Working with the same 
children whom they had sponsored, they designed sessions to teach 
the kids about the seven habits through arts, music, agriculture, and 
other fields. Volunteers were obtained through the organization’s 
Facebook page, where Helal had posted a questionnaire. Educate-Me 
filtered the responses, created a volunteer database, and trained its 
recruits. Donations helped cover some costs, and a company aided in 
developing some activities and sponsoring a couple of events. 
 As Helal and her team became better acquainted with the children, 
they pondered the relevancy of their programs in reference to the 
children: “What if that’s not what they want? What if they’re interested 
in something else? What if what we think is right for them is not what 
they believe is what they need at this point?” Their line of thinking 
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contradicted the conventional, “adults know best” mantra. “One day, 
we’re like, ‘Okay, why don’t we ask them?’” Helal says. 
 They gathered a group of 10 children for their pilot research, 
telling them, “We’ve been actually assuming all the time that that’s 
what’s interesting for you, but we think that was not the right way of 
going about things. So what would you guys like to learn about?” What 
came out of that session, Helal says, was unbelievable. Swimming, 
ballet, karate, English learning, art—the children’s interests ran the 
gamut, and demonstrated to Helal that even the most open-minded 
individual could never estimate what a child truly wants. “At that 
point, we’re like, ‘If that’s what they want and that’s what’s relevant for 
them, why don’t we build our whole model on that?’” she says. Thus 
came about their “ask the children” approach. “We developed a model 
that we called dream-driven development, which basically starts with 
asking the children what they want and then helping them figure out 
what they need in order to get there.”
 Helal serves as a facilitator, but don’t expect her to spoon-feed 
the children while they’re figuring out how to pursue their happiness 
(which Educate-Me considers a universal desire). For example, the 
10 children from the pilot project narrowed their aim to “learning to 
swim.” Then the adults asked them what they would need to achieve 
that objective—in this case, a bathing suit, goggles, a place to swim. 
The children found a club housing a pool near their locality, spoke 
with the coach, and learned that the cost of the lessons plus equipment 
came out to 170 Egyptian pounds. Helal and others then asked them 
to think of ways to pay for it. A couple of days later, the kids returned 
to their next session with a list they had compiled of items they could 
make, from jewelry to bags to Japanese origami objects. Eventually, 
the children showed up with the products made from material they’d 
found around their homes. To get higher-quality material, they 
auctioned some of those earlier items, calculating that they needed an 
initial investment of some 60 Egyptian pounds. They assigned a money 
keeper, went out themselves to buy the better material, and then made 
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their objects. “We did not interfere whatsoever,” Helal says. “We really 
wanted everything to be coming out of their own curiosity. We didn’t 
want to put all those limits to their minds.” The kids decided to hold an 
exhibition to sell their stuff. A friend of Helal’s donated gallery space 
in the upper-class area of Zamalek for the November 2011 event. The 
youth priced their objects and then assigned themselves roles, such as 
a door attendant and guide. Eighty people showed up, despite news 
that there would be a protest that day. The group had been aiming to 
raise about 1,800 Egyptian pounds. At the end of the day, they racked 
in 3,300 pounds, with another 2,100 pounds sitting in a donation box. 
“They overachieved by far. And we were very impressed,” Helal says. 
Shortly after, Educate-Me enrolled the children in swimming courses.
 The learning doesn’t end there. Helal’s group looks to secondary 
learning, essentially teachable moments that build on the children’s 
curiosity as they pursue their interests. Other areas they are looking 
to develop include expanding children’s exposure and learning skills, 
such as digital literacy, writing, and reading through mentors. Yet at 
the core exists the child-centered learning model. “We’re very open 
to learning from the children, and we actually know, for a fact, that 
they teach us a lot. So Educate-Me—it’s a two-way learning model. We 
have something to give them and they have a lot to give us,” she says. 
“We base a lot of our validation and our feedback [on the kids]—and 
everything comes from the kids themselves.” As Educate-Me’s model 
matures, Helal hopes to expand, because she says there’s nothing else 
like it in the market. 
 Since starting, Educate-Me now runs a community development 
center and has won major awards for its work. The youngsters continue 
to come first. “We’re trying to nurture in the kids from a very early 
age: ‘Just live life the way you want because it’s yours in the end,’” she 
says. It’s a goal that Helal herself chose to embody, even as some might 
have considered her a “lunatic” for her choices. Just as the students 
must devise ways to achieve their aspirations, she must come up with 
ways to buoy her own pursuit. “I really hope that maybe after the 
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revolution or maybe as more people are willing to start doing more 
of this, that the perspective would actually change,” she says, such as 
toward “social entrepreneurship, entrepreneurship in general, like 
even understanding the word risk, the definition of the word risk ... 
like living the life that society [says you] should live or just living life 
on your own terms.”
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Essma Ben Hamida:
Bringing Microfinance to Tunisia
—Nafeesa Syeed

It was only a couple of years ago that Essma Ben Hamida learned that 
she was a social entrepreneur, when the Schwab Foundation for Social 
Entrepreneurship named her their social entrepreneur of the year. More 
than 20 years ago, she and her husband, Michael Cracknell, founded 
Enda Inter-Arabe, a pioneering microfinance institution that’s part of the 
Senegal-based Enda Third World network. Her organization began with 
ecological projects before moving into economic and social development 
in a poor neighborhood in Tunisia’s capital, and then focused on 
microcredit, providing loans and training to small-scale entrepreneurs. 
There are now branches across the country, and some three-quarters of 
its clients are women; over the years, disbursements have totaled over 
one billion Tunisian dinars. 
 At 60, Ben Hamida is lively on her feet, speeding through her 
offices from meetings to lunch to more meetings. She chronicled her rich 
experiences to Knowledge@Wharton, describing how each stop inched 
her closer to her ultimate mission: that she could do more, have an 
impact, leave something after she goes. 
 Her father, who owned a small shop, died when she was six, leaving 
behind five daughters. Ben Hamida later taught at a university and 
studied urban planning, working in underprivileged areas. She spent 
years as a journalist, first in television news in Tunisia, and then writing 
for press agencies from New York on the United Nations. She has lived 
in Paris, Geneva, and Rome, covering agriculture, development, the 
environment, and economic issues, especially from the Third World 
perspective. This work has taken her to sub-Saharan Africa, Palestine, 
Nepal, Honduras, and other locales that heightened the discrepancy 
between official rhetoric and the realities she witnessed on the ground, 
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where enormous inequities persisted. A global citizen, she found her path 
unexpectedly leading her back to her homeland. 
 She hopes microfinance can be a tool for empowering women both 
in economic terms and regarding their rights, at a time when some fear 
religious-based political and social trends could turn the clock back on 
women’s advancement. Ben Hamida says that more also could be done 
to preserve Tunisian heritage, including traditional food, medicine, and 
crafts, which are disappearing in the face of globalization. As she looks to 
the future, she is aiming to support social entrepreneurs through Enda. 

An edited transcript of the conversation follows:

Knowledge@Wharton: Your mother had to raise five girls on her own. 
What was she like and what kind of environment did you grow up in?

Essma Ben Hamida: When my father died, we went to live with 
my grandfather in the holy city of Kairouan [in central Tunisia]. My 
mother was so keen on education.... And she wanted all of us to go to 
school, to university. 
 My mother used to work hard. She used to do sewing, embroidery, 
and later on, carpets—all this to help us go to university. So, I think I 
was very close to poor people, very close to their problems. 
 Among the values my grandfather gave me—at that time, Tunisia 
was a poor country, it was just after independence; we had a lot of poor 
people coming and asking for food, and he used to tell us, “If someone 
knocks on your door, give him your dinner. Even if you don’t eat, give 
him your dinner.” So we learned all these good values. Look after the 
poor. Look after the orphans. These are values, by the way, coming 
from Islam, from the Quran. Any religion has great values that you 
need to give to your child or to grow with it, because it helps you later 
on in your life. That may shape your career, your future, your vision, or 
your mission of what you are going to do with your life.
 So, I grew up not looking for money—we were not rich, but we 
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were not really poor. But I grew up with the principle of caring for the 
poor, caring for others. 

Knowledge@Wharton: What was it like starting out and how 
would you describe the environment of Hay Ettadhamen, the poor 
neighborhood where you began?

Ben Hamida: When we entered this neighborhood, we did a survey on 
women and on youth. In 1994 we recruited a consultant—a sociologist, 
I believe—to go and talk to women: “Why aren’t you active? Why 
aren’t you doing something?” And when we started in 1992 in that 
area, women were absent from the streets. I remember that. They were 
active, but inside their homes. You know that all these neighborhoods 
are a result of a rural exodus. So all of them, they come mainly from 
the northwest of Tunisia or the center, and they are based here for the 
past years now. You have plenty of these neighborhoods. It’s a sort of 
belt around the capital of these poor neighborhoods.
 They said, “We don’t have money. And when we know something, 
when we have a skill, we don’t have money.” And many of them, they 
don’t even have the skill. “And when we have the skill, and it happened 
that when we have produced something, we cannot sell it.” So we 
identified the three problems: capital, training, and marketing.
 Then Grameen Bank, [from] when I was a journalist, the whole 
thing came out and said, “Why not microcredit?” It’s the first time we 
thought about it. It was 1994. We wrote a proposal and we sent it to 
[the] Ford Foundation in Cairo, and the lady came here and she said, 
“Do you know how to do microcredit?” I said no. She said, “So take 
this $50,000 and go learn.” And so we did this this survey, we did the 
training, we went to Egypt to visit it, and that’s how we said, “Okay, 
now we start.”
 We were a small team, very committed people, and I was reading 
books, I was reading everything, and I am telling them this is how 
people work.... It will work if we do it well. And I think because we 
started with women, it worked, because we started in this major 
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neighborhood; it worked and we started small. And then, of course, 
we were the first people introducing microcredit, best-practiced 
microcredit, to Tunisia. We had a lot of difficulties, of course.

Knowledge@Wharton: How did you convince people about the 
concept of microfinancing?
 
Ben Hamida: You know, I believe how I convinced people, I think 
when people see that you believe, that you are committed, that you 
dream, they go with your dream. And we see the results; it didn’t take 
us much to see the results. We have seen beautiful situations where 
woman learned how to write, how to talk, how to negotiate. Women 
empowerment—I’ve seen it. You know, I’ve seen it with my eyes.... It’s 
not like reading it in books. You see it.... So I think people are convinced 
because they can see, that it’s something in you, but it’s working and it’s 
giving results, and everybody likes it.
 I tell them the truth. “You know there is a man [Muhammad 
Yunus] in Bangladesh; he distributed $27 and so, do you think we can 
do the same? We will lend you money. We don’t have much, but if you 
give it back...” I think we did it the same way, and people start believing 
in us when we renewed their loans. Because in the beginning, we had 
problems, you know; people don’t believe in you. And I’m telling you, 
we didn’t even know how to do microfinance. So we keep reading 
things in the books. We try, we make mistakes, we learn a lot from our 
own mistakes.

Knowledge@Wharton: What kind of impact have you had and how 
have women benefited? And have you faced any resistance to your work?

Ben Hamida: [In] Hay Ettadhamen, it’s a sort of an entrepreneurial 
explosion. I mean people just come. We have beautiful stories of women 
coming and saying, “I don’t have an idea, but I want to do something.  
Can you give me an idea?” I said, “No. I don’t give you the idea. You 
just listen. You listen to your colleagues, to your friends, to your 
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neighbors. You see what they are doing and then you will come up 
with your own idea.”
 And of course, most of the activities are in trade. Go to Libya, go 
to Turkey, bring things and sell them. A lot of sewing. A lot of really 
tiny income-generating activities. And we were also criticized for 
that by the intellectuals of the country: “Oh, you are encouraging an 
informal sector.” I said, “Yes, we are encouraging the informal sector, 
because people can live from that. They call it the suitcase trade and 
said, “You are encouraging that, and it’s not good for women.” I said, 
“Who decided that it’s not good? You decided for the people.” I believe 
that poor people, they know what is good for them. You just need to 
give them a small push. And they can do [it]. You don’t have to make 
the decision for them. You don’t have to tell them what to do. You have 
to educate them.... For us now, we are doing financial education. They 
need financial education. We all need, by the way, financial education. 
 When we started, we worked with 100% women. Then we started 
working with men.... So these women, most of them were not educated. 
They didn’t finish their schooling. So they’re lacking something. So 
they are like really thirsty for knowledge, and they [say], “Please tell us. 
Can you teach us this? Can you tell us this?” So it’s a lot of education. 
Unfortunately, it’s not enough. But I think microcredit by itself is not 
enough.... I think the magic of all that, the magic is that it’s the first time 
these Arab Muslim women, who used to be in their houses between 
four walls, you give them a space where they get together. First, they 
get together among themselves and among women. So they exchange, 
and you have a lot of magic by that. And then you bring the men, 
because we started having group lending and we started having men in 
the branch. And they started talking to men, because in this country, 
women cannot go to the café. It’s only for men. I’m talking about poor 
areas and rural areas.
 So Enda was … sort of a meeting point for them, for these 
businesswomen. They don’t consider themselves, in the beginning, 
as businesswomen, but later on they started having this feeling “I’m 
a businesswoman.” And they started getting together, having new 
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ideas, traveling, negotiating, talking. And this helped them a lot to get 
confidence and sort of a dignity, sort of a personality and I believe this 
is the most important thing. Microfinance is about that. It’s not about 
money. Money is just a tool. And the French say, “Money doesn’t make 
happiness, but it makes empowerment.” It empowers people.
 
Knowledge@Wharton: Why have you made it a point to work with 
men?
 
Ben Hamida: Because when we started working with women, it was 
the one of the donors saying,... “You have to work with women only.” 
And then, one day, we started having requests from men. I used to 
talk to the women and ask them, “What do you think of that?” I said, 
“There are men asking for loans.” They said, “Yes, please give them.” I 
said, “Why?” They said, “Because they are our husbands, our sons, and 
we want them to be active instead of sitting in the café.” And this is 
why we decided to open up to men, and now we are having more than 
20% men.
 Now, we have 71% women. And we believe that we should work 
more with men, and I regret that we didn’t work enough with men, 
because I think if you want to change the society, you cannot change 
only women. You cannot empower [just] women; you have to also 
work on men and empower men, so you don’t have a clash between 
men and women. You don’t have a clash in the family, in society, in the 
community, in general. And we need to have more men coming to the 
active life, because men usually say, “Okay, I’m unemployed. I don’t 
have a job because, you know, there are no jobs.” Why [do] women 
never say that? They always find a job.
 I think because men do not accept any job. They do not accept 
little. Women, when we started microcredit, they accepted two 
hundred, one hundred dinar. A man would tell you, “No, I want two 
thousand.” So, you see, it’s a process. It’s an education process, and I 
think through microfinance, you can educate people. You can educate 
the community. 
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 [Thirty] percent, I think, of our portfolio is in rural areas. We 
discovered that women are not empowered there. Because we used to 
have women empowerment in our mission and we took it away because 
we thought, “Okay, now we don’t need that anymore,” but now we will 
put it again, especially now with the fundamentalists [emerging].
 We discovered that when we started working in rural areas, the 
man is the head of the family, especially in rural areas. He’s the head 
of the agricultural farm, or whatever you call it. Though women are 
working ... they’re not even informed that they can get a loan, they can 
get education.
 So, I think what [awaits] us now is a lot of work in rural areas on 
women empowerment. How can we do that without having the men 
against us? We need to give loans to the men and tiny loans to the 
women. We need to make a difference between their activity, the farm, 
the big farm activities, and the small income-generating activities of 
the women. And again, money is not important, but it’s a way to go to 
the women to talk to them, to educate them.

Knowledge@Wharton: Post-revolution, what are areas that you would 
like to work on?

Ben Hamida: I didn’t know that we would have a revolution.… But 
I think when you come to Tunisia or you go to Egypt or any Arab, 
Muslim country ... it’s clear to everybody that you have a society with 
women completely forgotten, and men are managing life. In Tunisia, 
we had a chance. We have a lot of rights, but we are not using them, 
except the intellectual women. So it’s a chance that you don’t find in 
other countries, but you need to make this work, these rights, you need 
to make use of them, to activate them by something.
 And I think microcredit was the great tool for me. I mean, of 
course I’m sure you have other tools, but I regret today that ... we have 
been using that tool to empower women and not men at the same 
time.  
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 So today the challenge [is] can we do that? Can we bring education 
to men, where they are, if they don’t want to come to the branch? Or 
can we work on them and bring them to the branch and do more 
financial education, legal education, opening the mind about life and 
the need for both men and women to work together, so we can end 
up—not now, of course—in 10 years’ time, with the more balanced 
society, can we do that? So how can we work on that and build on that 
and work more on the poor people’s empowerment?

Knowledge@Wharton: What impact has the revolution had on society 
and the perception of the poor?

Ben Hamida: When we started, I wanted to introduce a new model of 
NGO. We introduced that model because today you have a professional 
NGO. People are paid, everything is fine, but we couldn’t attract the 
intellectuals to that NGO.
 I used to go to receptions, to meetings, and tell them, you know, 
“We have a laboratory. You have a lot of people.” That there is something 
happening in these poor neighborhoods. “Come and study it, come 
and talk to the people,” and they were laughing as if, “Why do we do 
that? Why are you wasting your time in Hay Ettadhamen?” And I feel 
very sorry because we should have studied these phenomena.
 [At] Enda, we don’t have time, we don’t have money. But those 
universities, those intellectuals, those researchers, where are they? 
Sociologists, psychologists, anthropologists, where are they? Why 
didn’t they come and they studied these poor neighborhoods’ 
behavior? What’s going on there? So there was sort of [a] gap between 
the intellectuals and the poor people. It’s still there.
 But today, after the fourteenth of January [when former president 
Zine El Abidine Ben Ali fled], they woke up and they said, “Yes, we 
don’t know our people.” When they saw on television for the first time 
very poor people in the rural areas, some people are crying. They said, 
“We didn’t know that this existed in Tunisia.” 
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 I used to beg them, “Please come and talk to the women,” because 
we needed [experts] for [training]. We needed people who can talk 
to them: legal, medical, whatever, you know, because they were ready 
to listen and to discuss ... and people didn’t want to come. So today, 
everyone understood, I mean everybody, the intellectuals and the 
leftists, understood that we lost the election because we were so far 
away from the people.
 It’s not like Latin America, it’s not like sub-Saharan Africa or Asia, 
where the university is close to the people, where the intellectuals 
are talking to the people and understanding what’s going on in their 
country. Today, I hope the leftists understood that and that would 
change their behavior and they will come. And that’s why today you 
have 30,000 associations … After the revolution, it’s an explosion 
of associations. Everybody is discovering that there are poor in the 
country and they need to do something. So I’m lucky because I feel 
that the revolution helped us. Because we will, I hope, [have] more 
partnership with other NGOs to do education and empowerment.

Knowledge@Wharton: Is there anything that might give you hope 
that all the work you’ve done in women’s empowerment won’t be 
squandered?

Ben Hamida: When you talk to women, you feel that it will not 
disappear. Even women [who are] covered, they will tell you this… 
“I’m conscious. I’m an entrepreneur, and I want to be an entrepreneur. 
I’m not going back home and I want to make my own decision.” So this 
is great. I feel that is the result of what we have done, and I’m happy 
that we have done that, and in that case, if they negotiate with their 
communities, and if they have to put [on] the veil, it doesn’t matter.
 But I hope this is the reality. I hope these fundamentalists will not 
work on women to get them back, you know, to the Middle Ages, so 
everything we have done will be lost—that’s my worry. I mean, that’s 
the challenge, if you want. I hope we will maintain what we have, and 
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I hope we will continue empowering women and empowering people 
not only in the areas where we work now, but also in other areas. 
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Maali Alasousi: 
A Kuwaiti Woman Leading Development
Efforts in Yemen
—Rahilla Zafar

G rowing up in Kuwait, Maali Alasousi had the option to travel 
to the United States and Egypt to pursue her education, and 
then later start her own company. Up to that point in her life, 

her goal was to promote tourism in Kuwait. But after a trip to Yemen 
in 2007, she sold her company and refocused her career.
 A client wanted to donate to different Yemeni organizations 
that were training women to produce products that could reach an 
international market. Alasousi was skeptical that a proper review of 
the organizations could be done on the ground in a short time; the 
country’s lawlessness also put travel limitations on her.
 Still, she traveled to Yemen, and was forever changed by the trip. 
She saw heartbreaking scenes of poverty, such as women and children 
eating from garbage, and shocking treatment of young girls. When 
she returned to Kuwait, she returned the money her client had paid 
her. She then made the decision to move to Yemen and work on social 
development projects.
 Alasousi has since worked on a range of social projects in Yemen, 
from turning farmers who grew khat (a highly water-intensive and 
mild narcotic) into coffee growers to microfinance schemes, anti-
blindness campaigns, and promoting cancer treatment and other 
health prevention programs. She works with more than 35 partners 
and identifies good local partners by giving clothes and food for 
distribution and checking whether the partners steal. For both local 
and international partners, she doesn’t work with agencies with 
political or religious agendas.
 Adjusting to life in Yemen hasn’t been an easy transition, she 
admits. There are constant power and water outages, and it can be 
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difficult to have access to gasoline. Also, it can be the norm to have 
to wait six hours to send an email because of blackouts. During the 
first year, she contemplated leaving, but seeing the impact of her work 
motivated her to stay. Some examples that come to mind were girls 
who couldn’t afford to study but who dreamed of being in school for 
things such as medicine or engineering.
 “Families are so poor they cannot afford the $5 a month it costs to 
use a taxi or transportation to send their children to school,” she says. 
Alasousi worked in rural areas convincing parents, brothers, and tribal 
and religious leaders to let girls in the village study. It was a challenging 
task; it took months to persuade a handful of community leaders to 
let 10 girls study. She managed to persuade them by talking about the 
benefits of education. She also said she would not give a donation to 
communities unless they sent their girls to school.
 Alasousi’s own educational experience prepared her, she said, 
to be independent. While attending college in the United States, she 
was under a government scholarship to study mass communications. 
After a few classes, she changed her major to tourism planning and 
management, but ended up losing her government scholarship as a 
consequence. Her parents were unhappy with the news and told her 
she had to support herself. Alasousi stuck with her decision and got a 
campus job. Looking back, she says having to find a job and support 
herself added to her skills, building beyond what just attending classes 
could offer. “Working while in school made me more responsible at 
a young age,” she says. Upon receiving straight As, she was happy to 
learn that the Kuwaiti government decided to reinstate her scholarship.
 Today the Yemen-based organization she founded, Tamkeen for 
Development Organization (T4D), has supported more than 120,000 
families. She focuses on empowering women in education and 
developing SMEs (small- and medium-size enterprises). Some of the 
projects of T4D include the Craft Network Project, to support artisans 
who live below the poverty line, and the Invest in Education Project, 
providing scholarships to more than 400 girls from rural areas. She 
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recently began to extend T4D’s reach to Ethiopia to support projects 
for women and children in HIV-affected families. Alasousi had been 
based in Yemen until recently, when the security situation forced her 
to leave. She hopes to return soon, and speaks of her experiences 
working there as well as her background and ways to run a successful 
development organization.
 Alasousi admits that being Arab gives her a huge advantage when 
she interacts with communities, adding that most rural communities 
in Yemen are not going to accept Europeans or Americans. She recalls 
two doctors she knew from Holland who were shot because people 
suspected they were doing missionary work. “I’m a 100% sure they 
didn’t come for that,” she says, explaining that they were there to 
educate midwives. “They were doing a great job, but unfortunately 
word spread and they got killed.”
 Alasousi explains that just as you can’t open a McDonald’s in a 
Yemeni village because people don’t know what it is and don’t eat 
burgers, you can’t open up an operation without understanding the 
local people and their needs. “You can’t just come and copy something 
that worked somewhere else; it just doesn’t work,” she says. Alasousi 
takes her work a step further—rather than depending on international, 
local, or government studies, she always does her own research, to 
ensure accuracy. She has a steady stream of funding from friends, 
family, and patrons across the Gulf region.
 “Being socially aware and helping the poor and disadvantaged is 
something that’s part of our religion and what we’re obligated to do. It’s 
not because you’re Muslim or non-Muslin; you find such teachings in 
the Bible as well,” she says, adding that giving and helping others goes 
beyond even religion; it’s part of being human.
 Her desire to do public service at first raised suspicion: she was 
monitored for two years before being given a license. “I’m Kuwaiti and 
doing work in Yemen. I left a high standard of living to live in Yemen, 
so I see why people would become suspicious, but when they get to 
know me, they start to help me,” she says.
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 Despite the difficulties there, Alasousi says there are beautiful 
things about life in Yemen. She describes Yemen as a cooperative 
society untouched by the materialistic world. “I find societies like that 
not just [in] Yemen but also in Kenya, Ethiopia and India, usually in 
rural areas. It’s completely different than the way people behave in the 
city.” For her part, Alasousi wants to use her methodology in different 
nations, believing that it proves that even with limited resources, one 
can make an impact. “I always tell people it’s not money that matters; 
it’s the passion and love,” she says. “Don’t be like others who just want 
to live. Rather, live and let others live.”
 Alasousi explains that with many wealthy families who donate, 
they know how to measure their personal investments but not their 
charitable donations. “My goal for 2012 is to focus on the MENA region 
and how we can take them from charity thinking to development 
thinking with the usage of money,” she says. Committed to empowering 
people in society through education and health, she points to the 
example of a project she created in Yemen for HIV-positive people. 
Her group spoke to religious leaders, explaining that if we don’t offer 
support, the disease will spread. “In Hollywood, all you see are women 
in the Middle East with a veil and covering their faces and living in 
tents. I laugh because that’s not how we live; that was maybe a hundred 
years ago,” says Alasousi.
 “They don’t often share stories of successful women in the region, 
and that’s not acceptable,” she says, and recounts a story of an American 
teaching civil society at a Kuwaiti high school. The teacher was lecturing 
on Greg Mortenson, author of Three Cups of Tea. One interrupted the 
lecture, asking, “Why are you teaching us about this guy? There’s a 
woman that’s doing better than him, and she’s Kuwaiti.” Hearing about 
Alasousi’s work, the teacher said there was no way a Kuwaiti woman 
could do this. He then looked up Alasousi and was shocked. He invited 
her to visit the school and speak to students. The first question she was 
asked was how people could donate. She told them she didn’t want 
them to donate money but rather their time. “People want effort and 
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human knowledge. If you have the knowledge and can deliver it to 
other people that’s considered a donation,” says Alasousi. She adds that 
she wishes the West could see all the women in MENA who are doing 
work in human rights, civil society, and business. “Women are taking 
over. I mentor many young leaders, and they are doing much more 
than just donating,” she says.
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Maha Helali: 
A Mother’s Mission to Build Acceptance
for Autism in the Middle East
—Nafeesa Syeed

In a school art room, 20-year-old Mostafa slips on an apron over 
his gray sweater. He touches the canvas spread across a table. 
“Mostafa, want to paint here?” asks his teacher, pointing to the 

design stenciled on the canvas. She offers green paint; wordlessly, he 
accepts. Mostafa then glides his brush across the white surface.
 A few floors below, his mother, Maha Helali, is busy taking calls 
and meeting with assistants at ADVANCE, the organization she 
founded in 1997 to service children and adults with special needs, such 
as her autistic son. “The motivation was Mostafa,” Helali says, “and 
loving him and knowing that you owed it to a child to give them their 
best chance. If you don’t do it, who is going to do it?” 
 In her son’s lifetime, Helali has not only forged greater awareness 
around autism, but also introduced new programming and therapies 
to Egypt and trained ranks of educators in special needs, making her 
staffers among the most-sought-after in the region. She is also working 
to ensure that citizens with disabilities are represented as the country 
reinvents itself. Helali has stretched the usual NGO framework, 
running her entity in the style of what she deems a social business, 
to underscore sustainability. Judging from her own deeply personal 
journey, she says society has come a long way, but there remains much 
work ahead to build acceptance and further integrate people with 
developmental and physical disabilities. 

A Different Way
Helali picked up early on that something was adrift in her son’s 
behavior. At first, she thought it might be ADHD, but as she read more 
about autism, things began to click. When Mostafa was 3-years old, 
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a family friend who was a psychiatrist diagnosed him with autism. 
Helali took her son to England, where they confirmed the diagnosis 
of regressive autism. When she returned to Cairo, she enrolled him in 
a special private school, supplemented with speech and occupational 
therapy sessions. She later took him for treatment in Belgium, where 
she visited a center where parents took their children for therapy. In 
the friendly atmosphere there, she noticed her son being comfortable. 
By this time, Helali had become schooled in various approaches and 
interventions for addressing autism, but there wasn’t a place in Egypt 
that housed all those resources. 
 She described the Belgian center to her psychiatrist friend: “I want 
to do something like this, but I wanted to do it in a different way. I 
want to have a home where parents come with their children for the 
diagnosis and for all the therapies.” With everything under one roof, 
it would cut down on the hassle for parents like her, who had to travel 
from site to site for therapies. 
 So, in 1996, Helali, the psychiatrist, and another friend, who was an 
educational psychologist, partnered, bringing together their expertise 
and money to establish the for-profit Learning Resource Center. Today 
the center provides diagnostic and consultation services, educational 
training, and specialized therapy, among other things, for children with 
learning disabilities, developmental disorders, and behavioral issues. 
Helali says that in contributing to the company, she and her partners 
each focused on what they did best. “You have to be modest and know 
that ‘This is [how] much I know,’ and stick to what you know. And 
listen to those who know the other areas,” says Helali, seated at her 
desk clad in a blue-knit blazer and gray chiffon headscarf. 
 The launch of the Learning Resource Center marked a pivotal 
time for Helali. It seemed that all the experiences she’d had in her life 
up until that point had been preparing her for what she was about to 
do next. She had a background in banking, teaching Arabic, working 
in the administration of a school in Abu Dhabi, and writing reports 
and budgets at UNESCO’s Cairo office, as the assistant to the specialist 



Arab Women Rising

226

in basic sciences. “I feel always like my route was planned by God, 
because I got to learn a lot of things that later on helped me in what 
I did,” she says. She left UNESCO, a major decision she pins on her 
concern for Mostafa. “I’m going to be walking out of a lifetime medical 
insurance,” Helali says. “But then I felt, ‘Okay, what good is it if I have 
a medical insurance and he’s not improving?’” Adding to the stress of 
Mostafa’s diagnosis, both her parents died within a year of each other.
 The Learning Resource Center started as a diagnostic nursery 
where the idea was for children to enter an intervention program and 
then later be integrated into the mainstream. But Helali says there were 
children who were always coming back, who essentially would not be 
included in outside institutions. Around the same time, Helali was 
among seven mothers who had started a parent support group. “We 
were sitting there, and I said, ‘Listen, I know what we should do, but I 
can’t do it alone,’” she says. “These kids, their needs were not being met 
except with the full program.... They’re never going to be accepted and 
included, not at this stage where the country is at.” So, in 1997, Helali 
used the money her late father had allocated in his will to Mostafa to 
found the nonprofit organization ADVANCE. 
 She and the other parents chipped in their skills to get it off the 
ground. What started as a day program with seven children (five of 
whom had autism) now resembles a school and vocational facility, with 
90 students from ages two to 27. There are also off-site programs, such 
as those that support teachers who help integrate students into ordinary 
schools. (ADVANCE and the Learning Resource Center are completely 
separate entities and don’t share operations or facilities.) In the halls of 
ADVANCE, children’s names are listed in English and Arabic above their 
cartoon character backpacks. Classrooms are labeled: “Occupational 
Therapy,” “Psychomotor Skills,” “Movement and Speech.” In one room, 
older children practice their Arabic numerals out loud with their 
teacher. Inside another, a boy plays an educational game on a computer. 
Art projects bedeck the walls: paintings of vegetables, the face of a 
smiling dark-haired boy made from colorful paper. Outside, past the 
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playground, trailers house vocational workshops where students (the 
older ones especially) learn skills such as sewing, gardening, jewelry, 
basket weaving, and recycling paper to be made into books and gift 
bags. Students also get office and sales exposure at a mini-business 
center and a shop selling candy and small items. 
 Helali faced her share of difficulties in establishing the programs. 
Some family members questioned her investing money in an effort 
that promised no profit. Another major challenge came in the form 
of raising funds. She and others had to differentiate for people the 
nature of ADVANCE’s work versus that of a standard NGO. First, they 
had to explain that they weren’t a charity, but ran programs, and that 
the children weren’t orphans. They had to show that the money they 
raised went to a sponsorship fund that paid the fees for children whose 
parents couldn’t afford the programs. And then there was the host of 
bureaucratic and legal headaches.
 From the start, Helali knew she would not run ADVANCE like a 
charity, but rather something akin to a business. She wanted to avoid 
the pitfall of NGOs, which fail to keep adequate track of their needs. 
Instead, she wanted to have a clear budget, to know how much needed 
to be targeted for fundraising, and how much they could allocate for 
services. Having a treasurer with an MBA speaks to this approach: “We 
run it like a social business,” Helali says. “What I try to do is to have 
different activities that will raise money.” Activities that help generate 
money include doing external training and selling jewelry and other 
products (which the students make in their workshops) at craft bazaars. 
Helali’s latest enterprise consists of branding ADVANCE. Now, with a 
license, anything the organization produces will bear its brand. Helali 
sees this as a way to build awareness and, potentially, to earn money 
off material that might print or use the name. Any profit made from 
these ventures is put back into the organization. As the chairperson of 
ADVANCE, Helali (and the rest of her board) works on a volunteer 
basis, garnering no income from her time spent there. 
 The top-notch staff training that Helali has refined over the years 
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has become both an asset and a liability for her. As the demand for 
special needs teachers has grown in recent years in Arab countries, 
Egypt has been at the forefront in adding to that hiring pool with its 
special needs education colleges—and ADVANCE, in particular, has 
earned a reputation for having qualified instructors. Other outlets, 
therefore, especially those in countries that can offer better salaries, 
scoop up Helali’s teachers. So she’s developed a “gentleman’s agreement” 
with her teachers: If you get an offer, don’t go within the school year, 
and notify the administration so that a replacement can be trained and 
you don’t disrupt the program. For her part, to get Arabic-speaking 
occupational therapists, she usually turns to Jordan, where there’s a 
known OT college, since Egypt lacks such a school. (She says there are 
also Palestinian OT graduates, but it can be hard for them to get visas.)
 Beyond helping children within the walls of ADVANCE, Helali 
says the organization also contributes to the community. It organizes 
educational conferences at schools for teachers and parents; and its 
administration visits colleges and works with students and student 
unions so that young people, especially those becoming physicians, 
know how to deal with someone with autism. In April, which is Autism 
Awareness Month, they travel to different governorates in Egypt to make 
sure they’re spreading the know-how and knowledge outside Cairo. 
Helali turned first to the governorate of Mansoura, from where her 
father hailed, as a way of paying tribute and giving back to her family. 
 At a broader level, Helali is also involved in national networks 
promoting inclusive education and the rights of disabled persons. She 
and other advocates have long lobbied for the millions of disabled 
Egyptians to be able to participate in civic life. Thanks to hers and others’ 
efforts, she says, there were 20 handicapped nominees in the post-
revolution elections. She notes that such nominees don’t necessarily 
represent only the interests of disabled people, but they can stand for 
the districts they represent. Also, due to her organization’s advocacy, 
some polling stations made accommodations for people with physical 
disabilities. Helali says they’ve met with officials from various political 
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parties, and asked them: How many disabled members do you have? 
How many disabled nominees do you have? What’s your program for 
disabilities? She has sensed some change since the revolution, even 
as Egypt’s future continues to be unclear. For instance, she says the 
Ministry of Education perked up for the first time to listen to NGOs. 
“The revolution has helped us a lot, because then people now are 
listening more,” she says. 

Changes, Making Progress
After all these years in the field, Helali can point to some progress since 
she started out. A lot has changed since the time she took Mostafa to 
the pediatrician when she first surmised that his condition could be 
autism, but the doctor dismissed her worry. Or when family members 
hushed her when she wanted to tell others that her son was autistic. Her 
family has since embraced Mostafa, with some even helping fundraise; 
and her older daughter, a pharmacology and biotechnology graduate, 
has decided to work with special needs populations. At least, Helali 
says, the word autism and its Arabic equivalents are better known 
now than in the past. And there are more centers and organizations 
working on autism. There’s also a regional network for autism, which 
Helali helped found, that includes 15 Arab countries. 
 Still, there’s some way to go. Helali says stigma persists in the 
Arab world. There is a heredity side to autism, so she says that with 
intermarriage prevalent, the rate of autism is high in the Middle East. 
The understanding of exactly what autism entails is fuzzy for ordinary 
people, as it is in other parts of the world. Helali says that in this region, 
several children who are not autistic are being called so because it’s 
perceived to be a more favorable label than “mentally retarded.” That’s 
what makes outreach so critical. “It’s growing every year,” she says of 
awareness about autism. And, she says, the internet has certainly aided 
in the accessibility of information about the disorder. 
 For Helali, the work is personal. After Mostafa’s diagnosis, Helali 
and her husband differed on how to handle the situation, and eventually 
they divorced. It’s a fact, she points out, that there’s a very high divorce 
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rate among families of children with special needs. Because autism 
is a social disorder, parents may put in a lot of effort, but there won’t 
necessarily be a sign or a reciprocal gesture from the child. “You really 
have to have this self-motivation and self-reinforcement in doing what 
you’re doing,” Helali says. Even today, Mostafa is nonverbal—meaning 
he communicates with a form of sign language. Each morning, Helali has 
to give him the verbal prompts: “Get dressed. Get up.” It can get tiring. 
She spends two days at the resource center, two days at ADVANCE, and 
the fifth day at whichever needs her more. She thinks about how she 
should be saving up for her son, who is training to be a gardener but 
probably can’t be expected to fully support himself down the line. 
 Examining life now, things are brighter. Mostafa’s epilepsy is 
under control, and when prompted, he does exactly as he’s told. On the 
spectrum of autism, he is more moderate now, not as severe as when 
first diagnosed. “He gets better every year, and it’s easier to live with 
him now,” Helali says. “He depends on himself in a lot of things.” There 
is satisfaction enough in knowing he has thrived, but that is multiplied 
when she lays eyes on the other students. “God knows, for me, when 
I’m here, they’re all Mostafa.” 
 Even so, Helali has big plans. She hopes to have a college or 
graduate program for special needs education that grants certificates 
to enrollees. And she would like to duplicate ADVANCE in other 
governorates, but she says the initiative should come from those 
residing within the communities.
 Somehow, through all her work, Helali manages to steal away slices 
of time for herself, doing pottery or hitting the books, which in her case 
has meant studying. And to show for it, she earned a master’s degree 
from the University of London in special and inclusive education. 
“Mostafa did not have the chance, but I want to make sure that other 
children have this chance,” she says. “And that also will create a better 
Egypt and a more inclusive Egypt for Mostafa.” 
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Raghda El Ebrashi: 
A Social Entrepreneur Offers Jobs 
and Acceptance for the Poor
—Nafeesa Syeed

Boxes, borders, demarcations—these don’t sit well with Raghda El 
Ebrashi. 
 “I hate lines that separate people, and I hate boundaries,” the 
28-year-old says. “I hate the word different.” At 18, she founded 
Alashanek Ya Balady, or the Association for Sustainable Development 
(AYB), which works on unemployment in underprivileged communities 
and transforming private-sector misperceptions of the poor in Egypt.  
 El Ebrashi represents the utter counterpoint to denial. She 
operates on two planes, in that unique combination of the applied and 
the abstract, one seamlessly feeding into the other. She has peeled away 
the layers, attempting to ascertain causes of socioeconomic disparities, 
searching for new methods to intervene in what she calls the circle 
of poverty. This comes through in her ground-level work, which 
keeps her viscerally aware of the immense need for job opportunities 
and helps formulates her strategy of attacking the issue on multiple 
fronts. She has also managed to take a step back, to delve deep into 
the perplexities she encounters. This includes penning her doctoral 
thesis on social entrepreneurship and, now, as a management professor, 
teaching her students how to link business practices with creating 
solutions to societal predicaments. An omnipresent conviction to her 
cause has made her unapologetic in countering obliviousness, and has 
buoyed her on the grimmest of days. 

Dissolving Lines
For El Ebrashi, lines create problematic divisions. For instance, the 
so-called poverty line sets a standard income under which someone 
is considered poor. “The line is really subjective,” El Ebrashi says. “If 
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we delete this line, I think more and more people will be counted 
into the poverty statistics.” In measuring poverty, she says, it’s not a 
line, but rather a circle. There are many root variables that together 
cause poverty, whether it’s education, corruption, violence, child labor, 
autocracy, or the economy. El Ebrashi accepts that there’s more than 
one way to chip away at poverty, but in her work, she has focused on 
employment to uplift the poor, to remove them from that circle. AYB’s 
programs at the community level include vocational and specialized 
training, with an emphasis on meeting market demand. El Ebrashi 
says a lot of money is poured into English and computer training, for 
example, but as one marketing manager told her, there’s no point in 
investing in expertise that is not needed in all sectors. So she tailors 
her training to market demand, and then connects trainees with jobs. 
Other programs include offering loans to small-scale entrepreneurs 
looking to start an enterprise within their communities. 
 A hallmark of El Ebrashi’s model is directly engaging the private 
sector. She says structural problems prevent the poor from accessing 
employment opportunities. It’s a result partly of the lines that 
breed “classism” in Egypt, segregating society into boxes that carry 
preconceived notions of each class. “There are many job opportunities 
for those people, but the private sector do[es] not accept them because 
of stereotypes,” she says. “In the selection, when they look at the social 
background, this is against all human rights.” Just as one’s religion or 
marital status should be irrelevant in hiring, she also pushes companies 
not to require applicants’ addresses, which hint at their class background. 
El Ebrashi has heard it all, from companies asserting that those from 
lower economic strata “smell bad” to their saying that such folks don’t 
fit into the corporate culture. Also, slurs and demeaning references are 
used against the poor and the occupations they might pursue. For El 
Ebrashi, shifting a job title can elevate others’ views toward that job. 
For example, the humiliating post of “servant” becomes “housekeeper” 
for her partners. 
 The work doesn’t end once someone is hired. El Ebrashi’s group 
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also advocates fair wages. A person’s economic standing can determine 
his pay, which often translates into lower wages. There’s a notion 
that a person should feel lucky that a company went out of its way 
to give him a job. But, El Ebrashi says, no matter their background, 
people deserve equal pay and treatment as any other employee. In an 
AYB pilot program, companies pay a handful of employees the salary 
the companies deem suitable, and then, for another crop of workers, 
AYB supplements that amount to meet the minimum wage. Then 
companies can see the difference in the performance, she says. “It is 
a question of return on investment,” she says. “We want something to 
stay forever in the culture of these organizations.” In essence, she says, 
it’s about revamping the human resources systems of the Egyptian and 
multinational companies she works with. 
 The long-term marginalization poorer individuals face means that 
they, too, have perceptions against society that must be ameliorated. 
“It’s perception both ways,” El Ebrashi says, “perception of this person 
toward himself and toward the community, and perception of the 
market toward this person.” El Ebrashi says that AYB’s coaching and 
life skills training, performed both prior to and after someone secures 
a job, helps alleviate some of the trauma individuals may experience 
due to their lower-income background. Maybe they were harassed in a 
previous workplace, were victims of insults, or have been unemployed 
for many years. “He has been hearing all of this stuff like, he’s not 
a respected person, he is poor, he is a savage,” she says. “So they 
developed very deep psychological problems.” So, with AYB’s training, 
such people learn to transition into the workforce and the workplace.
 In running her organization, El Ebrashi intentionally integrates 
every business concept possible into her work plan and strategy. She 
says there are stereotypes that NGOs are not sustainable or market-
based, that they must rely on donations, that they lack professionalism 
and give their staff paltry salaries. She has turned this on its head. To 
build sustainability, AYB receives fees from the private sector for the 
training and employment services it provides, and it treats grants or 



Arab Women Rising

234

donations as investments that are used to build up capital. “We have 
to be sustainable on the operation level, and investments are used to 
expand rather than to finance the operations. This is purely a business 
concept,” she says. There’s also an internal HR policy, and her group 
attends job fairs, just as for-profit companies would, to recruit the best 
talent. 
 In truth, El Ebrashi doesn’t really like referring to those she works 
for as “poor.” “I hate this label,” she says. But for the sake of discussion, 
she resorts to it. The lines that she so abhors can make even the thought 
of working within these communities unimaginable for outsiders. In 
some cases, her volunteers stop showing up. “We find their families are 
preventing them from going to poor areas because [these areas] are 
stereotyped as dangerous,” she says. “The poor whom we are serving 
never, ever do anything [to] harm us by any means.” And so she is left 
with yet another viewpoint to overturn, one that must be shed in order 
to engage those most in need. It all stems from her ultimate aim: “We 
want every Egyptian to be treated fairly and respectfully by everyone,” 
she says. 

A Step Back: Social Entrepreneurship
El Ebrashi is fluttering about her office on the New Cairo campus 
of the German University, when a student drops in to get some 
paperwork signed. In a long denim skirt, her brown boots accenting 
her floral-print brown scarf, the cherubic-faced El Ebrashi hardly  
looks older. This is her day job. She garners no income as chairperson 
of AYB. Here, her practitioner’s persona makes way for the cerebral 
scholar who lectures in strategic management. She might loathe 
lines when it comes to sequestering people into categories, but she is 
comfortable with packaging theories and setting definitions. 
 Having one foot each in the academic and real worlds, she rests 
on a privileged perch from which to read the development of social 
entrepreneurship. When people speak about social entrepreneurship, 
she says, they usually refer to the traits of social entrepreneurs—namely, 
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that they’re selfless, kind heroes. But, El Ebrashi says, it’s not about the 
traits. Differentiating a business from a social enterprise can be seen in 
how one measures the success of the venture. “It’s the impact. It’s not 
the outputs, and it’s not even outcomes on the individual level,” she 
says. “It’s the impact on a society level, and you tend to measure the 
success of the organization on the impact level, on the society’s level.”
 For instance, organizations typically measure their success based 
on business indicators such as the bottom line, number of customers, 
market share, and customer loyalty. But a social entrepreneurial 
enterprise would measure impact in terms of, say, whether stereotypes 
have shifted in the community or whether social tensions have 
decreased. El Ebrashi points to microfinancing giant Grameen Bank, 
saying its success is measured not merely through profits, but mainly 
by how many customers have successfully graduated from the circle 
of poverty. She says social enterprises can be in the form of an NGO, 
cooperative, or private business. El Ebrashi stresses that, for her, social 
entrepreneurship also entails injecting something fresh, a new solution, 
into the market. “Not every kiosk owner is an entrepreneur, as well as 
not every NGO leader is a social entrepreneur,” she says. “You have to 
have an innovation in what you are introducing to the market.”
 In the classroom, she tries to familiarize her business students with 
this notion. When they do institutional analyses, she teaches them to 
analyze not only companies, but NGOs and social enterprises, too. 
And within the broader unit on entrepreneurship, she teaches them 
about social entrepreneurship and provides them exposure in the field. 
“It is new, and it will remain new until we educate people on not only 
the concept, but also the practice,” she says. Ideally, she says, planting 
the seed would come earlier, at the primary or high school level, with 
the subject being part of the curriculum and students engaging in 
so-called charity work. That could also help decrease classism and 
stereotyping. 
 In Egypt, there are some hurdles to social entrepreneurship. El 
Ebrashi says that legal strictures there make it difficult for social 
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enterprises to operate as for-profit entities. And traditionally, she 
says, NGOs become inseparable from their leader’s identity. There’s 
the idea that if the NGO’s leader dies, so does the organization. She 
stresses that social enterprises or NGOs are not about who’s in control. 
“We have this stereotype that the leader is more important than the 
organization,” she says. “It’s not about the leader of the NGO.... 
It’s about all the people inside this organization that make up all 
the strategies of this organization, make up all the successes of the 
organization.” Thanks to the revolution, Egyptians have become well 
acquainted with activism, but as the country looks forward, El Ebrashi 
sees a place for her work and that of social entrepreneurs who will act 
to rebuild. 
 “We have activists …who die every day because of our beloved 
country and we have to die in another way to serve the poor—even 
if we don’t have money, if we don’t have energy, even if some of our 
friends died in Tahrir [Square] for the cause—we have to continue 
because we are defending the rights of Egyptians in another way,” she 
says. “If activists will change the system, there has to be someone who 
is working on implementation of the system or to make the system 
carry on. So, you want to change the system for people to work and we 
take the implementation part.”
 Successive uncertainties after the revolution have sometimes 
worried El Ebrashi. With the faltering economy, she wonders if 
private companies will stay open; and the poor are only getting poorer. 
But then she need only recall her past experiences. Seven years ago, 
when the government refused to approve some of her funding sources, 
50 of her staffers went without a salary for six months. There were 
moments when she became very weak, when she was pushed to the 
breaking point, such as when, on top of all the troubles, one of her best 
friends died. She credits supportive family, friends, and colleagues—as 
well as the communities who are the constant reminder of her work’s 
purpose—with helping her navigate through such times. “Whenever I 
feel weak or pessimistic, I just go to those people I have always loved to 
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work with, see their smiles, give me something to laugh, give me some 
prayers, and this is the best thing I can do,” she says. 
 El Ebrashi ticks off her ambitions: academic (publish more papers 
on social entrepreneurship in Egypt), personal (have children with her 
husband); musical (keep up her oud playing), and professional (maybe 
one day become a social affairs minister). And in no small part, to 
impact society: “I want to reach the 80 million people in Egypt. I don’t 
want to see anyone who’s needy or poor in Egypt,” she says. “I need 
to see everyone having dignity. This is something I really want to see 
through my model or without my model.”
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