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Abstract 

Resilience of Entrepreneurs in Conflict Zones: Evidence from Afghanistan, Iraq and 

Palestine 

Doaa Ateya Althalathini  

In places where there is violent conflict and substantial institutional deficiencies, 

entrepreneurial activity increases as self-employment becomes a necessary survival and 

coping mechanism and strategy. Women within context affected by long-term conflict 

are also more likely to engage in entrepreneurship whilst experiencing additional 

challenges to those experienced by women entrepreneurs in non-conflict affected 

developing economies. With the temporary or permanent loss of household income, 

women contribute an increased share of income-generating activities and may often be 

the main or sole providers for their families. Therefore, researching entrepreneurship in 

contexts of conflict is important for advancing our knowledge of entrepreneurship 

practises, albeit this remains very limited research. The limited evidence available to date 

suggests that entrepreneurs are resilient in confronting political and economic instability, 

and this is dependent upon factors both within and outside their control.  

Therefore, this study aims to contribute to entrepreneurship and resilience literature from 

a contextual and institutional perspective. The study explores and analyses how 

entrepreneurs build and develop resilience within institutional constraints to maintain or 

thrive their businesses in the context of conflict zones. This qualitative study explores the 

entrepreneurial experiences of 30 entrepreneurs in total, 16 women and 14 men, in the 

three conflict-affected zones of Afghanistan, Iraq and Palestine. Those countries were 

chosen due to their cultural similarities and easier access to personal networks.        

Despite the regulative, normative and cognitive institutional constraints that 

entrepreneurs face, they are willing to start businesses and work persistently in response 

to institutional voids in order to maintain their businesses. The conflict situation in 

addition to religious values have shaped the entrepreneurial motivations, challenges and 

resilience of entrepreneurs in conflict zones. Entrepreneurship as a process has also 

contributed to entrepreneurs’ resilience. Resilient entrepreneurs are thus the ones who 

overcome and thrive in the face of adverse social, economic and political conditions. They 

mainly rely on their own competencies in addition to the social support they believe they 

have which gives them feeling of control and protection, where they have positive 

perceptions of their contexts. They are more able to navigate resources, grow their 

businesses and create economic and social impact through providing jobs and changing 

attitudes.  

The findings have both theoretical and practical implications that can promote 

entrepreneurship and resilience of entrepreneurs which will increase the number of 

entrepreneurial activities in such fragile contexts and promote peacebuilding.  
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1 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION  

This introductory chapter provides the background of the study and specifies the gaps in 

the literature. This is followed by clarifying the main research aim and objectives. Finally, 

the significance of this study and thesis structure are presented. 

1.1 Research Background and Gaps 

Around two billion people live in countries where development outcomes are affected by 

fragility, conflict, and violence (FCV) (World Bank, 2016a), 37% of whom live in higher-

MICs and 37% in lower-MICs, with the remaining 25% in LICs (World Bank, 2016e). 

These countries are often marked by weak governance and institutions and a fractured 

society. They also experience repeated disruption in their development progress, resulting 

in low growth, higher vulnerability to shocks, high levels of extreme poverty and conflict 

and lack of access to basic services (World Bank, 2015b). According to the World Bank 

(2016a), about half of the world’s poor live in fragile and conflict-affected states. 

Moreover, extreme poverty will increasingly be concentrated in these areas as the rest of 

the world makes progress, rising from 17% of the global total today to almost 50% by 

2030 due to the high population growth rates and weak economic development (World 

Bank, 2016a). In 2011, no conflict-affected country had managed to achieve a single 

Millennium Development Goal (World Bank, 2011a). Violent conflict causes and 

intensifies poverty and its persistence by damaging infrastructure, institutions and assets 

and breaking up communities and social networks (Rohwerder, 2014; Justino & 

Verwimp, 2013).   

The academic literature on conflict has traditionally had a strong macro perspective, with 

a focus on understanding the effect of violent conflict on state institutions and services, 

security, economic variables, household welfare and consumption (Brück & Schindler, 

2009; Brück & De Groot, 2013; Bundervoet et al., 2009; Ibáñez & Vélez, 2008; Justino 
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& Verwimp, 2006; Justino, 2009). Other studies have explored the relationship between 

the labour market, unemployment and conflict (Berman et al., 2011; Dube & Vargas, 

2008; Iyer & Santos, 2012). Despite considerable progress, there is still limited rigorous 

and comparative evidence at the micro-level on how people live in contexts of dangerous 

conditions and ongoing conflict, particularly regarding the choices people make to secure 

lives and livelihoods and what policies work in establishing peace and supporting 

economic stability (Aldairany et al., 2018; Bozzoli et al., 2010; Brück et al., 2016; 

Langevang & Namatovu, 2019; Santoro et al., 2018).   

According to the literature, entrepreneurship has a positive impact on poverty reduction 

and economic development (Audretsch et al., 2008; Bruton et al., 2013; Chliova et al., 

2015; Kistruck et al., 2011; McMullen, 2010). Entrepreneurs create jobs, which are 

fundamental to reducing poverty and rebuilding states in conflict and post-conflict 

countries (Tobias & Boudreaux, 2011; Welsh et al., 2013). Support for entrepreneurship 

is widely seen as a mechanism to facilitate prosperity and peace in a growing number of 

conflict and post-conflict states (Naudé, 2007; Tobias et al., 2013). One might expect that 

violent conflict would reduce entrepreneurial activities; however, they often increase 

during conflict. In countries where there are substantial economic and institutional 

deficiencies, self-employment may often be a survival strategy (Bozzoli et al., 2012). 

Therefore, conflict shifts households away from formal employment to low capital self-

employment activities, small businesses, and agriculture related self-employment (Ciarli 

et al., 2015; Iyer & Santos, 2012).  

There is a growing recognition of the importance of context when studying 

entrepreneurship (Yousafzai et al. 2019), which is contextually embedded in the legal, 

economic, and socio-cultural institutions (Shane, 2003). While the important economic 

and social role of entrepreneurship in developing countries has had a long traction in the 
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academic and international communities (Naude´, 2011), research on entrepreneurship in 

ongoing violent conflict contexts is relatively scarce (Aldairany et al., 2018; Branzei & 

Abdelnour, 2010; Bullough et al., 2014; Brück et al., 2013; Daou, 2019; Langevang & 

Namatovu, 2019; Robert, 2010). Conflict-affected developing countries are different 

from traditional developing countries and pose different kinds of challenges and 

institutional voids for development which set them apart. 

Lack of security and support, destruction of infrastructure, weak governance, 

humanitarian crises, persistent social tensions and physical and psychological violence 

(World Bank, 2011a) are all factors likely to inhibit risk taking, limit collaboration, and 

weaken the foundations on which entrepreneurship could grow (Casson et al., 2008). In 

a context wherein state capacity is often lacking, there are high expectations that 

entrepreneurship can make an important contribution towards economic growth and 

stability (Baumol et al., 2007). However, few scholars have covered the drivers of 

entrepreneurial decisions in adverse conditions (Branzei & Albelnour, 2010; Bullough & 

Renko, 2013) and there is a significant lack of research on the challenges facing 

entrepreneurship during conflict (Brück et al., 2013; Bullough et al., 2014). As overseas 

investment in conflict zones can be reduced due to uncertainty (Abadie & Gardeazabal, 

2008), Luthans and Ibrayeva’s (2006) emphasised the need to focus on how entrepreneurs 

handle challenging environments and turn threats into opportunities, i.e. resilience.   

Research on resilience and entrepreneurship receives more attention at the level of the 

individual and firms (e.g. Ayala & Manzano, 2014; Bullough & Renko, 2013; Bulmash, 

2016; Corner et al., 2017). This interest reflects concerns about the growing complexity 

and interdependence of socio-economic, financial and technological systems and the 

associated risk of failure, in addition to the increasing severity and frequency of natural 

and man-made disasters (Linnenluecke, 2017; McNaughton & Gray, 2017), particularly 

the studies which emerged in the post 9/11 period (e.g. Gittell et al., 2006). The literature 
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regarding entrepreneurship suggests that resilience is particularly important in the 

explanation of entrepreneurial intention and success (Ayala & Manzano, 2010, 2014; 

Bullough & Renko, 2013; Envick, 2005; Hayward et al., 2010). However, research on 

resilience still need advancement in order to understand the concept (Daou et al., 2019; 

McNaughton & Gray, 2017), particularly in the context of SMEs (Alonso, 2015; Crick & 

Crick, 2016; Doern, 2016). Most resilience studies have focused on large firms and in a 

Western context (Jaaron & Backhouse, 2014; Lengnick-Hall et al., 2011; Sullivan-Taylor 

& Branicki, 2011), with calls for a focus on under-researched contexts such as businesses 

in conflict settings (Daou et al., 2019; Linnenluecke, 2017; Wafeq et al., 2019).  

Moreover, most previous research has focused on individual resilience, i.e. the 

characteristics of entrepreneurs which make them resilient (Ayala & Manzano, 2010, 

2014; Fatoki, 2018; Fisher et al., 2016; Morisse & Ingram, 2016), rather than the macro 

environment where institutions have proven to be especially helpful in understanding 

individuals’ behaviour (North, 2005; Scott, 2008). A theoretical perspective that places a 

large emphasis on context is institutional theory. The appropriate institutions are crucial 

in influencing the attitudes and motives of entrepreneurs, the resources that they can 

mobilize as well as the constraints and opportunities for starting and running a business 

and hence on their resilience (Bradley & Klein, 2016; Urbano & Alvarez, 2014). The 

characteristics of the external environment under conflict have strong influence on 

entrepreneurs while they may also influence institutional development by contributing 

to institutional change (Welter & Smallbone, 2011). Conflict zones are replete with 

institutional voids which could facilitate and hinder entrepreneurial activities and 

resilience, which call for a need to focus on institutionally underdeveloped settings (Bettis 

et al., 2014). Therefore, this research seeks to gain a better understanding of individual 

and institutional factors, which facilitate or hinder entrepreneurs’ resilience with a main 

focus on the context of violent conflict.   
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1.2 Research Aim and Objectives  

The main aim of this study is to understand and contextualise the resilience of 

entrepreneurs by exploring the role of conflict contexts on entrepreneurship through the 

lens of institutional theory. Hence, the research question underpinning this thesis, hence, 

is: “How an institutional context characterized by violent conflict affects the motivation, 

challenges and resilience of entrepreneurs, and what factors contribute to their 

resilience?”. The thesis will shed more light on the role of women entrepreneurs as they 

are still under-represented and researched in those contexts despite their significant role 

as will be discussed later. That said, the study will achieve the following objectives:    

• To explore the motivation of men and women entrepreneurs for start-up in conflict 

contexts, 

• To discuss the challenges that men and women entrepreneurs face in conflict 

contexts,   

• To identify the factors for resilience of men and women entrepreneurs in conflict 

contexts,     

• To analyse the strategies that men and women entrepreneurs adopt to endure 

conflict and resource-constrained contexts,  

• To propose strategies and policies to enhance the resilience of men and women 

entrepreneurs in conflict contexts. 

1.3 Research Methodology   

The study adopts a qualitative interpretivist approach to understand entrepreneurial 

behaviour and resilience based on the meanings, experiences and views of the participants 

in their own context and culture (Al-Busaidi, 2008). In-depth semi-structured individual 

interviews were undertaken with a total of 30 men and women entrepreneurs in the three 

countries (9 in Afghanistan, 8 in Iraq and 13 in Palestine), by utilizing professional 

networks to identify the initial participants in each country, followed by snowballing. The 

interview method led to a deep and insightful understanding of the perceptions and 

attitudes of the entrepreneurs as they expressed their views freely and recounted their life 
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experiences under conflict. The interviews were conducted via online communication 

such as Skype/telephone to overcome travel risks associated with conflict-affected 

contexts. Indeed, the benefits of using online communication for data collection 

outweighed the drawbacks in this study (Deakin & Wakefield, 2014). The interviews in 

Afghanistan were conducted in English, while those in Iraq and Palestine were conducted 

in Arabic. Qualitative thematic and content analyses were undertaken through 

MAXQDA, as it supports the Arabic language. The data analysis was undertaken in the 

original language of each interviewee to avoid inaccuracies and meanings getting lost in 

translation (Nes et al., 2010).  

The study focuses on the three conflict-affected countries of Afghanistan, Iraq and 

Palestine which have witnessed decades of intense and protracted political tensions and 

conflict, which remain ongoing. Focusing on more than single country makes the 

institutional impact applicable to other countries which live under violent conflict. 

However, it should be emphasised that a comparison between the three countries has been 

undertaken in the data analysis and discussion because they live under related different 

circumstances, but this is not the main aim of this study. Focusing on more than one 

context provides more in-depth contextualised and comprehensive understanding of the 

experiences of entrepreneurs in the under-researched conflict contexts. So, the study aims 

to provide one empirical framework for these conflict contexts, which have similarities 

in many institutional aspects.  

1.4 Research Significance   

Despite several years of ongoing violent conflict, evidence suggests that private economic 

activities do in fact increase in the research contexts (Bradley et al., 2010; Ciarli et al., 

2015; Sabri, 2008). However, the number of studies and research conducted so far on 

entrepreneurship in those countries is limited (Daou et al., 2019; Myatt, 2015; Sadeq et 
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al., 2011; Wafeq et al., 2019), and there is still little understanding of the resilience of 

entrepreneurs (Bullough, et al., 2014). Answering the calls for a deeper understanding of 

the influence of context on entrepreneurship, and particularly women (Bastian et al., 

2018; Yousafzai et al., 2019), this study makes a theoretical contribution by advancing 

our knowledge of how an institutional context characterized by violent conflict and 

extreme conditions affects the entrepreneurship and resilience of entrepreneurs. This 

leads to empirical implications on how entrepreneurship can best be promoted in such 

contexts. This will be addressed by learning from the narratives of men and women 

entrepreneurs themselves and exploring their motivation, challenges and resilience, and 

the role of conflict at both the individual and institutional levels. 

Entrepreneurship helps to move nations towards self-sufficiency, as the private business 

sector contributes to poverty alleviation (Hubbard & Duggan, 2009). Therefore, it is 

important to explore how entrepreneurs perceive and deal with difficulties and failures. 

Resilience is of particular relevance as a key factor that may affect the pursuit of 

entrepreneurial initiatives under dangerous conditions (Bullough et al., 2014). The 

implications of this study inform policies to design interventions which support ‘safe’ 

entrepreneurship. Defining best practices will help to sustain the businesses of 

entrepreneurs and facilitate the start-up of prospective entrepreneurs operating their 

enterprises in contexts of violent conflict. Entrepreneurs can compensate for lack of 

government support by improving access to basic services and finding innovative 

solutions to critical problems, which boost economic recovery and peace.  

Moreover, women are vital in lifting conflict countries out of poverty and eliminating 

long histories of dependence on foreign aid (Misango & Ongiti, 2013). However, women 

typically face greater barriers to entrepreneurship in both developed (Acs et al., 2011; 

Parker, 2009) and developing contexts (Shehabuddin, 2004), yet they are comparatively 
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more likely to emerge as entrepreneurs under adversity and conflict (Anugwom, 2011). 

Women in conflict-affected countries experience profound injustices, loss, trauma, 

marginalisation and gender-based violence (Clark et al., 2010; Harvey et al., 2013; 

Memmi, 2015; Müller & Barhoum, 2015). For example, a report by the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF, 2013) stated that the MENA region could have gained $1 trillion 

in cumulative output if the labour force gender gap had been narrowed between 2000 and 

2011. However, cultural values, beliefs, and traditions still put significant burdens on the 

entrepreneurial activities of women (Sultan, 2016), with calls for more in-depth research 

(Bastian et al., 2018).  

Nonetheless, the social roles of women and men are typically redefined during conflict 

and in its aftermath. With the temporary or permanent loss of men’s contributions towards 

household incomes, whether because of fighting, disability, death, displacement or 

migration, women contribute to a larger share of income-generating activities and may 

become the main providers, in addition to their unpaid care and housework activities 

(Holmén et al., 2011; World Bank, 2014). There is growing evidence that conflict and 

difficult economic situations have pushed many women to start a business and work in 

the informal sector in the three research contexts (Abdullah & Hattawy, 2014; Boros, 

2008; Holmén et al., 2011). This can cause disruption of social and cultural traditions, 

which give women more opportunities to engage in economic and social life (Abdelnour 

et al., 2008). However, most research on women in war zones focuses on women’s losses 

(Fuest, 2008). While gender and violent conflict is well documented in literature 

(Alsabaa, 2016; El-Bushra & Sahl, 2005), the documentation of gender and 

entrepreneurship in conflict situations is still limited (Lemmon, 2012; Sultan, 2016). 

Little is known about women’s economic participation in wartime and in the transition 

from war to peace (Hudock et al., 2016; Sow, 2012). Therefore, studying the experiences 

of women entrepreneurs in such contexts helps to transform women’s survivalist 
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activities into more sustainable income-generating activities, while is still a central 

challenge in conflict settings (Esim & Omeira, 2009). 

However, gender should be understood as including and empowering men and women 

entrepreneurs, as they both suffer in the context of violent conflict. This will also create 

sustained positive aspects for women, and exploit the role of men as resources in 

promoting gender equality and peace. Therefore, focusing on different experiences 

provides a base of knowledge upon which programmes and policies can be designed to 

promote entrepreneurship, alleviate poverty, and support economic and political 

stabilisation in such context.  

1.5 Research Structure  

Following the introductory chapter, the remainder of this study is structured as follows. 

Chapter 2 discusses the concept and history of resilience, and its conceptualisation in 

entrepreneurship literature. Chapter 3 discusses institutional theory, entrepreneurship and 

resilience in the context of violent conflict by reporting how psychological capital and 

institutions influence the motivation, behaviour and resilience of entrepreneurs. Chapter 

4 presents the research design and methodology of this study, including the philosophical 

foundations, data collection and analysis, and quality issues in the qualitative research. 

Chapter 5 provides a contextual review of the contexts of this study. It presents the history 

of conflict, demographic and socio-economic characteristics and an overview of economy 

and entrepreneurship in the three countries of Afghanistan, Iraq and Palestine.  

Chapter 6 discusses the findings emerging from the qualitative data analysis, providing a 

comparison between the three countries and women and men entrepreneurs. It presents 

the findings related to the motivation of entrepreneurs in starting their businesses in a 

conflict context, and the challenges that entrepreneurs face while operating their 

businesses in a constrained and risky institutional environment. It also discusses how they 
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were able to create strategies to face personal and institutional challenges and thereby 

foster resilience. The Chapter ends with contextualising the role of conflict in shaping 

entrepreneurship and resilience of entrepreneurs; and how this in turn impacts on 

maintaining their businesses. Finally, Chapter 7 sets out the conclusion of the study in 

addressing the research objectives and contribution based on the empirical findings and 

identifies the theoretical and practical implications, and the areas for further research.  

A summary of the research process and structure is outlined in Figure 1.1. 
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Figure 1.1: Research Process and Structure 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RQ: How an institutional context characterised by violent conflict affects the motivation, 

challenges and resilience of entrepreneurs, and what factors contribute to their resilience?    

ROs: 

o To explore the motivations of entrepreneurs to start-up in conflict zones, 

o To discuss the challenges that entrepreneurs face in conflict zones,   

o To identify the factors for resilience of entrepreneurs in conflict zones,     

o To analyse the strategies that entrepreneurs adopt to endure conflict and resource-

constrained environments, 

o To propose strategies and policies to enhance the resilience of entrepreneurs in 

conflict zones. 

Methodology: subjectivist ontology, interpretivism epistemology  

Methods: Online semi-structured interviews to avoid risks and cost. 

Institutional Theory Resilience Literature 

Resilience, 

Entrepreneurship and 

Conflict Literature  

 

Synthesis of Literature 

Sampling: purposive, men and women owners and managers of businesses that have been 

operating for over 3 years. 

Preparation of the Research Information Sheet and Consent Form. 

Ethical approval.  

Data Collection: developing the interview guide and questions 

Approaching participants via personal networks followed by snowballing. 

Cross-sectional study.  

Pilot interviews conducted (N=2 in each country, Total=6). 

Interviews conducted until data saturation (Afghanistan=9, Iraq=8, Palestine=13). 

Qualitative Data Analysis: thematic content analysis of 30 interviews (14 men & 16 

women). MAXQDA Software.  

Emerged Findings & 

Discussion 

Conclusions 

Research contributions, theoretical and empirical 

implications and future research. 
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CHAPTER TWO: RESILIENCE AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

2.1 Introduction  

It has been argued that resilience can play an important role in the decision to become an 

entrepreneur (Bullough et al., 2014), and in surviving when facing difficulties and 

institutional constraints (Bernard & Barbosa, 2016). Therefore, this chapter starts by 

discussing the concept of resilience in social science and the history of resilience studies, 

which have gone through several stages. The chapter also reviews the literature regarding 

entrepreneurship and resilience.  

2.2 Definitions of Resilience 

Resilience is derived from the physics of materials that have been researched across many 

disciplines such as psychology, ecology, economics and engineering. In materials 

science, resilience refers to the ability of something to return to its original form or 

position after being bent or compressed (Valentine & Feinauer, 1993). Historically, the 

origins of resilience have deep roots in the field of medicine (Zolkoski & Bullock, 2012: 

2296), which is defined as the ability to recognize pain, acknowledge its purpose, tolerate 

it for a while until things begin to normalize (O’Leary & Ickovics, 1995). In ecology, 

resilience refers to the capacity of an ecological system to recover from environmental 

stresses such as climate change, fires, pollution or drought (Glicksman, 2009; Odum & 

Barrett, 2005). In economic systems, resilience refers merely to the ability of a system to 

bounce back (Dawley et al., 2010) or resist external crises (Simmie & Martin, 2010) and 

thus generate consistent economic growth. In psychiatry, resilience is the psychological 

and biological strength which humans use to master change successfully (Flach, 1988). 

In the behavioural sciences, research on resilience began to emerge around 1970; the 

systematic empirical study of resilience emerged within the broader context of 

developmental psychopathology (e.g. Anthony, 1974; Garmezy, 1978; Murphy, 1974).  

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2158244014545464
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Pioneering researchers contended that critical aspects of human function and 

development, crucial for recovery from psychopathology, had been profoundly neglected 

(Masten, 2011: 493). This group of pioneering researchers began to notice the 

phenomenon of positive adaptation among subgroups of children who were considered 

“at risk” of developing later psychopathology (Wright et al., 2013: 15). Studies of 

children of schizophrenic mothers played a crucial role in the emergence of childhood 

resilience as a major theoretical and empirical topic (Garmezy, 1978; Masten et al., 1990). 

Evidence that many of these children thrived despite their high-risk status led to 

increasing empirical efforts to understand individual variations in response to adversity 

(Luthar et al., 2000: 2). Despite the vast multi-disciplinarity of research on resilience, 

there is no universally agreed definition of resilience (Carle & Chassin, 2004).  

Within the social sciences, the concept of resilience has emerged relatively recently and 

its definition is still contested (Martin, 2012; Simmie & Martin, 2009). A general 

definition treats resilience as the ability of individuals, groups and organisations to 

respond productively or adapt positively to the adversity of stress (Clark, et al., 2007). 

Resilience is a complex phenomenon that refers to the ability of individuals to rebound 

from stressful encounters (Tugade et al., 2004: 6). It is the capacity of people to cope, 

grow, survive, and define a new sense of self through situations of adversity (Ridgway, 

2004). Wolins (1993: 5) defines resilience as the “capacity to bounce back, to withstand 

hardship, and to repair yourself”. It refers to the human ability to adapt in the face of 

tragedy, trauma and other adversity (Bonanno, 2004; Connor & Davidson, 2003; 

Newman, 2005). Resilience is more than whether individuals continue to persist with 

passion despite minor setbacks, which is more comparable to the concept of grit. 

Resilience is an interdependent set of processes that reflect the positive adaptations that 

individuals, families, and communities make regardless of the presence of disordered 

thoughts, feelings, and behaviours (Masten & Powell, 2003; Nakkula et al., 2010). 
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Overall, the concept of resilience has been used to refer to a positive outcome despite the 

experience of diversity, continued positive or effective functioning in adverse 

circumstances, or recovery after a significant trauma (Schoon, 2006: 7).  

2.3 History of Resilience Research   

A significant number of pioneering scientists (e.g. Lois Murphy, Emmy Werner, Norman 

Garmezy, Michael Rutter, and Ann Masten) have examined the behavioural and 

psychological correlation of individual, familial, and broader environmental contributors 

to resilience (Curtis & Cicchetti, 2003). The study of resilience has advanced in four 

major waves of research. The first wave “resilient qualities” (Anthony, 1974; Masten et 

al., 1990; Rutter, 1987), second wave “resilience process” (Cicchetti, 2010; Egeland et 

al., 1993; Masten, 1999), third wave “innate resilience” (Diamond et al., 2007; Masten & 

Gewirtz, 2006; Masten, 2011; McLain et al., 2010), and the fourth wave “social 

ecological” (Feder et al., 2009; Longstaff, 2009; Masten, 2012). The first three waves of 

research on resilience in development were behavioural in focus, and largely led by 

scientists in clinical psychology, psychiatry, and human development (Wright & Masten, 

2005).  

The first wave of resilience inquiry focused on the paradigm shift from looking at the risk 

factors that led to psycho-social problems, “a problem-oriented approach”, to the 

identification of the strengths of an individual, “a strengths-based approach” (Richardson, 

2002). The aim was to emphasise the positive rather than the maladaptive (Rutter, 2012). 

It yielded good descriptions of resilience phenomena, along with basic concepts and 

methodologies, and focused on the individual (Wright et al., 2013). The concept of 

resilience originated in research on the behaviour of children whose parents have mental 

health problems, but they seemed to progress well in extremely challenging and stressful 

environments (Masten et al., 1990; Sinclair & Wallston, 2004). These studies focused on 
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children and family traits and characteristics, and provided a list of internal and external 

resilient qualities or protective factors, which help growth through, and recover from, 

adversity (Kaplan, 1999; Sinclair & Wallston, 2004). They assumed that the adaption of 

the child would be less successful in a stressful situation or chronic adversity without the 

presence of those protective factors (Masten, 1996), such as self-esteem, family 

conditions, community supports, etc. (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2009; Zolkoski & Bullock, 

2012).  

The second wave of resilience investigators have been focused on uncovering the 

processes of attaining the identified resilient qualities (Masten, 2006). For them, 

resilience is a “dynamic process encompassing positive adaptation within the context of 

significant adversity” (Luthar et al., 2000: 543). They argued that resilience must be 

studied longitudinally (Masten, 2007), and with consideration of the interaction between 

genetic and environmental factors (Rutter, 2012). Resilience then became defined as the 

process of coping with adversity, change, or opportunity in a manner that results in the 

identification, fortification, and enrichment of resilient qualities or protective factors 

(Richardson, 2002).  

Using lessons from the first two waves, investigators of the third wave began to translate 

the basic science of resilience that was emerging into actions intended to promote 

resilience (Wright et al., 2013). The third wave, characterised by efforts to create and 

promote resilience through prevention, intervention, and policy, rose from a sense of 

urgency for the welfare of children growing up with adversities and vulnerabilities, who 

could not wait for a complete elucidation of resilience (Masten & Obradović, 2006).  

Earlier waves of resilience research were dominated by psycho-social studies 

emphasising individual behaviour and development, with some attention to other levels, 

such as relationships, families, peers, and schools or other community systems (Cicchetti, 
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2010; Luthar, 2006). They stressed the role of genetics and argued that some people are 

just born resilient. They implied that those individuals were in possession of a rare and 

remarkable set of qualities, like a source of magical force which enabled them to rebound 

from whatever adversity came their way (Santos, 2011). Seccombe (2002) argued that 

merely focusing on individual-level factors is insufficient and it is important to 

understand resilience as a quality of the environment as much as the individual. She calls 

to pay careful attention to the structural deficiencies in societies and to the social policies 

that families need in order to better function in adverse situations. Emphasis is placed on 

understanding resilience as a process rather than a particular individual trait (Luthar & 

Cicchetti, 2000). Gilligan (2004) considers resilience as a variable quality that derives 

from a process of repeated interactions between a person and the surrounding context. An 

important change in resilience research was the shift from labelling risk and protective 

factors to recognising and describing processes and contexts (Rutter, 1992; Luthar et al., 

2000).   

The fourth wave is a large complicated wave that focuses on understanding and 

integrating resilience across multiple levels of analysis, with growing attention to 

epigenetic and neurobiological processes, brain development, and the ways that systems 

interact to shape development (Wright & Masten, 2005: 16). Researchers use advanced 

methods to examine the structure and function of the brain and central nervous system in 

order to illuminate the neurobiological structure and processes of human coping and 

adaptation to stress (Lee et al., 2012). It clearly points to an integration of biological, 

psychological, and social perspectives, building on evidence gathered from the first three 

waves of resilience research. Table 2.1 provides a summary of the four waves of resilience 

research.   
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Table 2.1: Four Waves of Resilience Research 

 

2.4 The Social Ecology of Resilience 

The fourth wave of resilience research expands the focus on resilience as a characteristic 

of the individual to one of resilience as a social and cultural process (Kirmayer et al., 

2009). The social cognitive theory is a broad theory of human behaviour which 

emphasises the importance of interactions among three primary factors that predict future 

behaviour: the environment, the person, and behaviour (Bandura, 1997). If the social 

cognitive theory approach is applied to resilience, people are able to be strategic in 

adapting to changing demands through dynamic interactions with environmental 

conditions (Benight & Cieslak, 2011). Different contexts are conceptualised as nested 

spheres of influence varying in proximity to the individual, ranging from micro to macro 

(Schoon, 2006). Rather than seeing individuals in isolation from their cultural, social and 

communal contexts, an ecological perspective also emphasises the relationships within 

and between social systems, such as families, communities, cultures and institutions 

(Kirmayer et al., 2009).  

An increasing body of empirical studies show that trait resilience is a developmental 

process that builds through the experiences of the individuals (Coutu, 2002; Masten, 

2001). Benard (1995: 17) claimed “We are all born with an innate capacity for resilience, 

Wave Description 

First Wave 

Resilient Qualities 

Started early 1970s. Definitions centre on attributes specific to 

the individual such as personal qualities, capacities, skills and 

abilities. 

Second Wave  

The Resiliency 

Process 

Protective and risk factors incorporating meso level. 

Definitions characterised by abstractions such as processes, 

patterns, vulnerability, risk and protection 

Third Wave  

Innate Resilience 

More systemic understanding of resilience. Definitions refer to 

dynamic processes, systems and negotiation 

Fourth Wave 

Social ecological 

Social ecological understanding of resilience places the 

individual and adversity within micro, meso and macro 

contexts.  
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by which we are able to develop social competence, problem-solving skills, a critical 

consciousness, autonomy, and a sense of purpose”. Optimism, perceptions of control, 

self-efficacy, and active coping are associated with better health (Smith, 2002). Self-

efficacy perceptions have been found to be highly predictive of behaviour across a vast 

array of human functioning: education, health, work performance, and stress (Bandura, 

1997). The literature on self-efficacy in relation to resilience is vast. Bandura (1997) 

formally defined perceived self-efficacy as the personal judgement of one’s capabilities 

to organise and execute courses of action to attain designated goals. A person’s self-

efficacy contributes to individual resilience (Benight & Bandura, 2004). Whatever other 

factors serve as guides and motivators, they are rooted in the core belief that one has the 

power to produce desired effects by one’s actions; otherwise one has little incentive to 

act in the face of difficulties (Benight & Bandura, 2004). 

Furthermore, optimism has been found to serve as a protective factor that establishes and 

maintains resilience (Applebaum et al., 2014; Stewart, 2007). Optimism is typically 

defined as the degree to which an individual generally expects positive experiences in the 

future which, in turn, can lead to enhanced judgments and decisions (Baron & Markman, 

2000). Positive emotion in traumatic and stressful situations is an important element in 

psychological resilience. Optimism is also intimately linked to experience and 

knowledge. People are optimistic because they believe in their own ability and self-

efficacy, based on the successful handling of past experiences and perceiving situations 

as an opportunity rather than a challenge (Ryan et al., 2004). On the other hand, some 

writers have encouraged caution when focusing on optimism as a psychological 

characteristic, while ignoring how it is influenced by external situations.  

The integration of genetics and other contextual factors plays a role in developing 

resilience (Wu et al., 2013). While resilience operates from within an individual, it is not 
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a fixed personality trait (Eley et al., 2013). Rather, resilience operates more at a surface 

level and can be related to the protective factors in the external environment (Lutahr et 

al., 2000). Protective factors can be defined as specific attributes or situations that are 

necessary for the process of resilience to occur (Dyer & McGuinness, 1996). They play a 

role in modifying the negative effects of adverse life circumstances and help to strengthen 

resilience (Schoon, 2006: 14). They are involved in one’s social ecological interactions 

and can include both internal and external factors (Rutter, 2013). Protective factors can 

lead to varying outcomes; the ability to experience resilience depends on person-

environment interactions (Masten, 1999). 

Previous research has revealed three broad sets of variables operating as protective factors 

that may impede or halt the impact of adverse experiences which include individual 

attributes, family environments, and the wider social context (Bynner et al., 2000; Masten 

et al., 1990; Werner & Smith, 1992). However, this does not explain how some 

individuals are resilient while others are not (Schoon, 2006). What is needed is a better 

understanding of the multiple levels and different sources that influence individual 

resilience. Protective factors are individual, situational and contextual (Johnson & 

Wiechelt, 2004). The existence of those protective factors is the main difference between 

individuals who adapt very well despite facing risks and individuals who end up in 

maladaptation. The analyses of protective factors can help establish when and under 

which conditions resilience can develop (Herrenkohl, 2011). Thus, enhancing both 

internal and external protective factors of people may help them adapt to stressful and 

risky life situations (Lee et al., 2012).  

Therefore, resilience research has increasingly focused on contextual issues since the 

fourth wave which has led to greater emphasis on the role of relationships and systems 

beyond the family, and attempts to consider and integrate biological, social, institutional 
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and cultural processes into resilience research (Cicchetti, 2010; Masten, 2012). Kent 

(2012: 111) mentioned that “resilience does not occur in isolation. It is an interactive 

process that requires something or someone to interact with. It is dependent upon context 

or environment, including our relationships”. According to Nguyen-Gillham et al. (2008), 

resilience does not exist as a static quality or a mechanistic process but in a continuum 

that varies over time and context. Resilience can grow or decline over time depending on 

the interactions taking place between an individual and their environment and between 

risk and protective factors in individuals’ lives (Borman & Rachuba, 2001; Schoon, 

2012). Resilience is a product of the context in which it can emerge (Goodley, 2005: 334). 

Supkoff et al. (2012) reports that children at risk sometimes did surprisingly well due to 

contextual factors which affected the developmental history of these resilient children. 

Cultural traditions, spiritual beliefs, and community support services undoubtedly 

provide a wide variety of protective functions which serve to counteract or ameliorate the 

impact of devastating experiences among people within a culture (Wright et al., 2013). 

Resilience definition should include both contextual and cultural factors, where 

environments facilitate the navigation and negotiation of individuals in achieving the 

resources they need to cope with adversity (Ungar, 2013). This explanation is 

comprehensive, acknowledging how both individuals and their environments interact in 

ways that optimise developmental processes.  

The above discussion raises significant implications regarding the importance of contexts 

when studying the resilience of entrepreneurs, and particularly in relation to the available 

institutional framework. Studying the resilience of entrepreneurs is important since it can 

be seen as an intangible resource and a dynamic driving force to overcome challenges 

and environmental change (Savolainen et al., 2016). Therefore, this study adds to the 

growing literature on entrepreneurship and resilience, with a focus on conflict zones 

which are still under-researched contexts.  
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2.5 Resilience in Entrepreneurship 

The term resilience is relatively new for entrepreneurship research (Sullivan-Taylor & 

Branicki, 2011; Williams & Vorley, 2014). More researchers have conceptualized the 

basic idea of resilience and adapted it to the business world (Hamel & Välikangas, 2003; 

Reinmoeller & Baardwijk, 2005). Studies of resilience in entrepreneurship have looked 

at the cognitive resilience of individual entrepreneurs, rather than resilience at the system 

level (e.g. Ayala & Manzano, 2014; Branicki et al., 2017). The concept of resilience has 

emerged as a factor that protects entrepreneurs against the threat posed by challenges and 

changes in the business environment (Karra et al., 2008), and it plays a major role in how 

individuals approach goals and overcome challenges (Bandura, 1984). People who start 

businesses under dire circumstances often have to change the status quo and forge new 

paths in order to succeed (Bullough & Renko, 2013). Without resilience, individuals 

would be “less capable of engaging in the necessary entrepreneurial behaviour required 

to start businesses or pursue new ventures” (Bullough & Renko, 2013: 345). Resilient 

entrepreneurs can explore and exploit opportunities because when an unexpected event 

occurs, resilience enables them to drop a venture or modify it in order to take advantage 

of the new situation (Manzano-García & Calvo, 2013).  

However, resilience has received remarkably little attention in entrepreneurship literature 

(Daou et al., 2019; Powell & Baker, 2011). Korber and McNaughton (2018) argued that 

resilience is still poorly defined since it is used synonymously with success, survival, 

persistence, self-efficacy and optimism. Resilience has been defined as an amalgamation 

of qualities such as optimism, self-efficacy, perseverance and flexibility (Bulmash; De 

Vries and Shields, 2006). Hence, it has been argued that resilience forms part of the 

construct of psychological capital (Youssef et al., 2007). Psychological capital is 

identified as a form of capital in which intangible assets and resources possessed by an 
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individual in the form of their behaviour, thoughts and actions influence productivity and 

thereby contribute to the achievement of success in entrepreneurship (Envick, 2005). 

Psychological capital is important for entrepreneurs to empower them with the capability 

to persevere through uncertain conditions and to bounce back from failure (Hmieleski & 

Carr, 2008). Over the years researchers have proposed several factors that define 

resilience in entrepreneurship context. Self-efficacy, optimism, and hope act in synergy 

to build psychological capital within individuals (Luthans & Youssef, 2004). When faced 

with challenging and difficult situations, self-efficacy beliefs help to develop a sense of 

self-worth that in turn influence the ability of entrepreneurs to persevere in the situations 

of adversity (De Vries & Shields, 2006; Sun et al., 2011). Entrepreneurial self-efficacy is 

the extent to which a person believes in his/her ability to perform the tasks necessary to 

successfully become an entrepreneur (McGee et al., 2009). Several studies suggested the 

importance of entrepreneurial self-efficacy on entrepreneurial behaviour and performance 

(Lee et al., 2011; Markman et al., 2005; Pihie, 2009). Self-efficacy is found to be 

important in the opportunity recognition process of entrepreneurs  (Asantea & Affum-

Osei, 2019). In addition, an entrepreneur’s belief in his/her ability to effectively influence 

entrepreneurial processes and manage the effects of challenges and stressors can also 

contribute to coping skills and promote resilience.  

The greater the entrepreneurial self-efficacy, the more likely the individual takes risks 

and start a business (Boyds & Vozikis, 1994). More confident entrepreneurs are better 

able to emotionally, cognitively, socially and financially recover from their failed 

ventures (Hayward et al., 2010). Self-efficacy becomes even more important when 

entrepreneurs operate within a challenging environment that lacks resources and stability 

(Sun et al., 2011). Bullough, Renko and Myatt (2014) argued that that under conditions 

of war, the strong belief in abilities gives entrepreneurs the confidence to overcome 
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adversity and to enhance entrepreneurial motivations. Bullough and Renko (2013) found 

that self-efficacy enables entrepreneurs to be resilient during periods of adversity where 

they recommended networking and mentoring opportunities as important activities to 

learn by modelling others who have been resilient through challenging times.  

Furthermore, resilient entrepreneurs have a high degree of self-esteem and are not afraid 

to fail (Ayala & Manzano, 2014: 128). If this happens, despite adversity, they rise again 

stronger than before because they have been able to change and adapt to the new 

circumstances of their environment (Cannon & Edmondson, 2005). Brück, Llussá and 

Tavares  (2010) found that violent conflict decreases fear of failure and that individuals 

that have been exposed to greater levels of violence display more risk seeking behaviour 

(Voors et al., 2010). Therefore, and as Bullough et al. (2014) found, the perceived danger 

(or risk) is only marginally if an individual is highly resilient, which in turn affects their 

willingness to become an entrepreneur. They also found that there are no significant 

differences between men and women in terms of how they perceive danger. This is 

consistent with the findings of Daoud et al. (2014) who suggested that gender itself is not 

significant in affecting the degree of a person's fear of failure among Palestinian 

entrepreneurs. Anugwom (2009), for instance, showed that the conflict in the Niger Delta 

in Nigeria has thrust more women into the forefront of informal commerce despite the 

danger. The women have an undaunted spirit of enterprise and high resilience, however, 

the need for survival overrides the risks for those women.    

Resourcefulness, hardiness and optimism are found to be distinct factors in the 

entrepreneurs’ resilience (Ayala & Manzano, 2014). Hardiness means the control of 

oneself and the ability to control being easily frustrated under difficult conditions but to 

fight for the achievement of goals (Kobasa, 1979). Resourcefulness refers to the 

resources, capabilities and skills the entrepreneur possesses in order to control the various 
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adverse situations they have to face. Resourcefulness implies that the entrepreneurs 

believe in their own ability to control events and influence the outcome of situations in 

which they find themselves in (Powell & Baker, 2011). Optimism is the capacity of the 

entrepreneur to maintain a positive attitude in difficult circumstances and to learn from 

mistakes and see them as an opportunity rather than a failure (Cannon & Edmondson, 

2005). Ayala and Manzano (2014) argued that the key factor in predicting the success of 

the entrepreneur is resourcefulness for both men and women. However, the influence of 

optimism on the success of their businesses is greater for women than for men. 

Resilient individuals have optimistic approaches that enable them to rebound from 

adversity (Segovia et al., 2012; Tugade et al., 2004). Optimism and a sense of hope 

develop resilience in situation of violent conflict (Eggerman & Panter-Brick, 2010; Sousa 

et al., 2013). In entrepreneurship field, several researchers found that particularly 

optimism is important for resilience (Aidis et al., 2008; Trevelyan, 2008). However, high 

levels of optimism can be linked to negative outcomes. Highly optimistic individuals 

often hold unrealistic expectations and discount negative information (Geers & Lassiter, 

2002; Segerstrom & Solberg Nes, 2006). This can exert a negative influence on 

entrepreneurs’ behaviour (Hmieleski & Baron, 2009). In contrast, entrepreneurs who are 

moderate in optimism hold more realistic expectations and take a deliberate approach 

when engaging in high risk situations than those higher in optimism (Gibson & 

Sanbonmatsu, 2004; Luthans et al., 2006).  

Perseverance, hardiness and persistence are main factors in the resilience of entrepreneurs 

who showed more resilience than other populations, which predicts their entrepreneurial 

success (Fisher et al., 2016; Hayward et al., 2010). Perseverance is seen as a key 

competence necessary to deal with different entrepreneurial setbacks and difficulties (Van 

Gelderen, 2012; Orengo Serra, 2017). Resilient entrepreneurs tend to persist with realistic 



25 

 

control beliefs (Hayek, 2012), so they change their strategies or start again when they feel 

there are limited prospects of success (Korber & McNaughton, 2018). Resilience among 

Chinese entrepreneurs has been shown to be linked to need to achievement and aspiration, 

creativity and innovation, flexibility and knowledge seeking (Sun et al., 2011). Similarly, 

a sample of Indonesian women entrepreneurs listed motivation to succeed, creativity, 

social skills, optimism, confidence, independence, high ambition and tolerance to failure 

as important determinants of their resilience (Loh & Dahesihsari, 2013). Furthermore, in 

an investigation of resilience factors of Liberian women entrepreneurs revealed asset 

ownership, education and training, women associations and perseverance as the main 

factors defining their resilience (World Bank, 2014). However, resilience is not only a 

condition of individuals alone, but also exists as a process of social and political settings 

(Ungar, 2008). 

Previous research has found that individual resilience has a direct impact on business 

performance and resilience (Adeniran, et al., 2012; Ayala & Manzano, 2010, 2014; 

Fatoki, 2018; Fisher et al., 2016). This is because the behaviour and personality attributes 

of entrepreneurs have been found to have a strong direct impact on the structure, strategy, 

and performance of businesses (Stoltz, 2000). Resilient entrepreneurs have the capacity 

to sustain their business (Fisher, 2011) as they tend to learn from their failures and look 

for other opportunities to start a business (Corner et al., 2017; Hayward et al., 2010). 

Failure (Jenkins et al., 2014) and learning from others’ failure (Bledow et al., 2017) 

develop resilience which in turn enables entrepreneurs to deal with setbacks. Therefore, 

these studies assumed that resilience is an ex ante condition that enables entrepreneurs to 

better adapt and overcome challenges to lead their business to success (Korber & 

McNaughton, 2018). They did not, however, explore what factors help entrepreneurs to 

build their resilience as a process over time, and if entrepreneurship has a role on their 

resilience. In other words, they ignored the context, what challenges entrepreneurs face 
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and opportunities they have in a certain context, and how they navigate them to build 

resilience.   

2.6 Conclusion 

From the above discussion, it is evident that the majority of resilience research derives 

from and correspondingly focuses on human (particularly child) development in Western 

countries (Kliewer et al., 2001; Nguyen-Gillham et al., 2008; Yates et al., 2014). There 

has been little emphasis on the sensitivity to cultural factors that contextualize how 

resilience is defined by different populations (Barton, 2005; Boyden & Mann, 2005; 

Ungar, 2004). Furthermore, a small, but growing body of entrepreneurship research 

focuses on resilience rather than risk factors. However, most of the studies are based on 

the resilience of individuals, emphasising the characteristics of the individual that make 

them resilient to environmental turbulence (Ayala & Manzano, 2010; 2014; Bullough et 

al., 2014; Hayward et al., 2010; Ngah & Salleh, 2015), instead of the macro environment 

that contributes to developing or mitigating resilience. Few studies (Hedner et al., 2011; 

Sun et al., 2011; Zelekha et al., 2014) have investigated the broader roles of institutions 

in promoting the resilience of entrepreneurs in developing countries.  

Understanding resilience requires a more complete understanding of not only personality 

traits, but also the influence of the legal, social and cultural environment and the 

interaction between them. Therefore, for the purposes of this study, resilience definitions 

and understanding are embedded in the legal, economic and cultural institutions (Ungar, 

2008), which make it more or less likely that an entrepreneur, who is disadvantaged by 

adversity, will experience resilience (Leadbeater et al., 2005). It is more important to 

study this in conflict zones because of the absence of supportive institutions and the need 

to explore how entrepreneurs fill institutional voids and build their resilience. Therefore, 

the major driving force of this study is how the contexts of violent conflict affect the 

individual and institutional factors that could promote or mitigate the resilience of 
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entrepreneurs and their businesses which could lead to entrepreneurship development. 

The next chapter discusses the institutional theory as the main lens of this research and 

the intersection of resilience, institutions and entrepreneurship in conflict zones.     
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CHAPTER THREE: INSTITUTIONAL THEORY, ENTREPRENEURSHIP AND 

RESILIENCE IN CONFLICT ZONES  

As discussed previously, resilience is both characteristic of individuals in navigating their 

way to resources, and a condition of the environments which provide the resources that 

are necessary to overcome challenges and flourish in situations of adversity. 

Entrepreneurship is contextually embedded in the institutional framework in any country 

which impact on the norms and behaviours of people (Baker & Welter, 2018; Smallbone 

& Welter, 2012). The appropriate institutions are crucial for providing resources to 

entrepreneurs, which could affect the level of their resilience, and how they are able to 

thrive or survive when such institutional processes are hostile to their activities (Welter 

& Smallbone, 2011). Therefore, it is important to understand the role of both individual 

characteristic and institutions on the resilience of entrepreneurs. Hence, this chapter 

discusses in-depth institutional theory and entrepreneurship and how they influence the 

resilience of entrepreneurs, with a focus on the context of ongoing violent conflict.  

3.1 Institutional Theory 

Institutions represent constraining and/or enabling forces on individuals' behaviour in any 

environment (Smallbone & Welter, 2012). The institutional framework of a society 

comprises the fundamental political, social, and legal ground rules that people and 

organizations must conform to it if they are to receive support and legitimacy (North, 

1990; Scott, 2008). Institutional theorists differ in their definitions of institutions since 

they have disparate meanings in different disciplines: politics, economics and sociology 

(DiMaggio & Powell, 1991). Political institutionalists form a theoretical school, though 

one with a weaker self-identity. Political institutionalists typically situate their claims at 

the state or macro-political level and argue that the process of formation of states, political 

systems, and political party systems strongly influence political processes and outcomes 

(Amenta & Ramsey, 2010). Economic institutionalism is based on North’s (1990, 1995) 
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work, and focuses on regulatory level institutions. North understands institutions as the 

incentive structure of a society, defining them more specifically as the rules of the game 

in a society or the humanly devised constraints that shape human interaction. The 

sociological institutionalists, or neo-institutional theory, is based on the works of 

Dimaggio and Powell (1983, 1991) as well as Meyer and Rowan (1991). They examine 

the influence of the “world society” (Meyer et al., 1997), and focus on cultural and 

ideational causes.   

Theories of North (1990, 2005) seek to discover and learn more about the environmental 

factors that bring the evolution of the formal and informal institutions that influence 

human interaction. North (1990, 1995) views formal institutions as the visible “rules of 

the game” such as constitutions, laws, property rights, which can be altered quickly to 

adapt to changing economic circumstances. In contrast, he categorizes informal 

institutions as the invisible “rules of the game” made up of norms, values, attitudes, 

acceptable behaviours, religious beliefs, or rather the culture which are embedded in a 

society. Theories of North seek to discover and learn more about the environmental 

factors that bring the evolution of the institutions that influence human interaction. He 

attempts to explain how institutions and institutional framework affect economic and 

social development. For him, the main function of institutions in a society is to reduce 

uncertainty by establishing a stable structure for human interaction. While formal rules 

contain political and economic rules, and contracts, informal rules include taboos, 

customs and traditions (Jepperson, 1991). Both formal and informal institutions help to 

give pattern to human behaviour by enabling and constraining their activities. 

Defining informal institutions is more difficult; many authors emphasize their customary 

element (Casson et al, 2010). They are understood to ‘come from socially transmitted 

information and is part of the heritage that we call culture’ (North, 1990: 37). Informal 
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institutions are therefore often seen somewhat pejoratively as 'traditional' and counter-

posed to 'modernity' and for many, they lie primarily outside the formal institutions of the 

state (Chappell & Waylen, 2013). North (1995) draws attention to the path-dependent 

behaviour of informal institutions, which are deeply rooted in society. Whilst formal 

institutions may be easily modified and transformed, informal institutions are more 

persistent, which leads to an incompatible institutional framework fostering institutional 

distrust (Butler, 2003). According to North (1995), formal institutions are subordinate to 

informal ones in the sense that they are the deliberate means used to structure the 

interactions of a society in line with the norms and cultural guidelines that make up its 

informal institutions. For example, formal institutions such as laws may enable women 

to enter entrepreneurship but social norms may still discourage women from engaging in 

various activities (Pathak, et al., 2013). Policy making that attempts to change the formal 

institutions of society therefore, will have little success if it does not first adjust the 

informal institutions in a compatible way. The difficulty rises from the fact that, whereas 

a governing body can influence the evolution of a society’s formal institutions in a rather 

direct way, informal institutions are much less tangible and usually fall outside the direct 

influence of public policy. They tend to resist change and take time to evolve towards 

new social norms (Jayachandran, 2019).  

Whilst informal institutions can develop as a result of spontaneous and intended 

individual actions, they can also partly result from formal institutions, which they can in 

turn modify. In this regard, informal institutions evolve as a culture-specific, collective 

and individual interpretation of formal rules. For example, while a specific legal 

framework normally contains explicit regulations for implementing laws, over time these 

regulations are complemented by unwritten rules, which provide an implicit 

understanding of their content. In this sense, informal institutions may fill legal gaps, 
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which may only become apparent when laws and regulations are applied to daily life 

(Smallbone & Welter, 2012). 

The application of institutional theory has proven to be especially helpful to 

entrepreneurship research. It plays a major role in helping to explain the forces that shape 

entrepreneurial success (Ahlstrom & Bruton, 2002; Alvarez et al., 2011; Bruton et al., 

2010; Wade-Benzoni et al., 2002). Institutional theory provides a theoretical lens through 

which researchers can identify and examine issues such as legal and political 

environment, culture, norms, etc. (Baumol et al., 2009; Yousafzai et al., 2015). Indeed, 

the institutional environment shaping the overall economy also affects the dynamics of 

entrepreneurship within any country (Bowen & DeClercq, 2008; Spencer & Gomez, 

2004). It has an impact on the nature, pace of development, extent of entrepreneurship 

and the ways in which entrepreneurs behave (Welter, 2012). Institutions influence, among 

other things, the quality of governance, access to capital and other resources, and the 

perceptions of entrepreneurs (Acs, et al., 2008). Institutions are critical determinants of 

economic behaviour (North, 1990), and they can impose direct and indirect effects on the 

prevalence and types of entrepreneurship in a society. The better the institutions, the 

higher the level and quality of entrepreneurship, which ultimately allows for a greater 

development (Baumol & Strom, 2007). The institutional factors impacting 

entrepreneurial efforts include the formal institutions in terms of direct action of 

governments in constructing and maintaining an environment supportive of 

entrepreneurship as well as the informal institutions such as societal norms toward 

entrepreneurship (Bruton et al., 2010).  

The work of theorists such as Douglass North has been criticized as it overlooks the 

agency of people as they are “passive recipients of the rules of the game” while 

entrepreneurs can contribute to institutional change (Welter & Smallbone, 2011: 120). 
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Therefore, this study employs institutional theory to understand the behaviour of 

entrepreneurs based on the three pillars of institutions developed by Scott (1995, 2007). 

Scott (2001) defines institutions as multifaceted, durable social structures, made up of 

symbolic elements, social activities, and material resources. Those pillars are regulative, 

normative and cognitive institutions. The regulative pillar derives most directly from 

studies in economics and thus is formal and encoded in law (Bruton et al., 2010). The 

normative pillar includes values (what is preferred or considered proper) and norms (how 

things are to be done, consistent with those values), embedded in society (Scott, 2007). 

The cognitive pillar reflects the cognitive structures and social knowledge shared by 

people in a given social context (Veciana & Urbano, 2008).  

The normative pillar is distinct from the cognitive pillar in their mechanisms and content. 

The normative pillar is concerned with what people consider to be legitimate and the 

acceptable ways of gaining something that has broad societal approval; in contrast, the 

cognitive pillar reflects what individuals believe and thus act upon (Valdez et al., 2013). 

Normative elements contain the collective sense-making of a society, while cultural-

cognitive elements refer to the individuals’ understanding of meta values and rules, which 

is influenced by individual experiences and backgrounds (Smallbone & Welter, 2009). 

Each pillar offers a different rationale for claiming legitimacy, whether by virtue of being 

legally sanctioned, morally authorized or culturally supported (Scott, 2008). Institutions 

may overlap, an institution could have regulatory and normative properties, normative 

and cultural-cognitive properties, or properties of all three (Scott, 2007). On all levels, 

institutions can be formal or informal, explicit or hidden, and shape not only individual 

choice and orientation but also the nature and actions of organizations and decision-

making structures by assigning roles and norms that determine what is acceptable 

behaviour or not in a given society. 
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In this research, entrepreneurs are both constrained and enabled by the regulative, 

normative and cognitive institutions in their environment (Bruton & Ahlstrom, 2003; 

Scott, 2007). The institutional environment for countries with political instability is weak 

and the enforcement of laws and property rights is poor (Welter & Smallbone, 2011). It 

is only in situations where formal and informal institutions form a coherent framework 

that formal regulations and the rule of law will predominate and shape entrepreneurial 

behaviour, whereas in fragile and conflict settings where the rule of law is largely absent, 

‘non-compliance with the formal rules becomes pervasive’ (Feige, 1997: 32). Therefore, 

it is obviously important to explore how entrepreneurs in such contexts are able to 

navigate the institutional constraints and build resilience. However, the study will first 

discuss entrepreneurship in conflict contexts, with a focus on women entrepreneurship.  

3.2 Entrepreneurship in Conflict Zones  

Violent conflict is a “struggle, between individuals or communities over values or claims 

of status, power and scarce resources, in which the aims of the conflicting parties are to 

assert their values or claims over those of others” (Goodhand & Hulme, 1999: 14). 

Violent conflict is not a homogenous phenomenon but a multi-dimensional phenomenon 

varying in magnitude (scale, duration and intensity), geographical scope (international 

and internal), the nature and extent of foreign intervention and the technology adopted 

(Stewart & FitzGerald, 2001). Violent conflicts change the structure of institutions, both 

local and national, and their relationship with populations (Justino, 2011). Violent 

conflicts affect the economic status of individuals and households through the direct and 

indirect transformations they entail. Direct effects include changes in household 

composition due to killings, injuries and recruitment of fighters, changes in the household 

economic status due to the destruction of assets and livelihoods and effects caused by 

forced displacement and migration (Kalyvas, 2007). Indirect effects include changes in 
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households’ access to and relationship with employment, credit and insurance markets, 

social relations and networks and political institutions (Justino, 2008; 2011).  

Violent conflicts have been one of the most significant causes of growth decline in 

modern economies (Brück & De Groot, 2013), through the damage they cause to 

infrastructure, markets and social cohesion, and their effects on the capacity of economies 

and households to respond to other shocks (Brück & Schindler 2007; Verwimp et al., 

2009). The economic consequences of war and violent conflict have been studied in 

detail, and estimates suggest that the impact of civil war is substantial and tend to be long-

lasting (Chen et al., 2007). This includes the direct costs in terms of the destruction of 

infrastructure, and diverted (military) expenditure as well as the much higher indirect 

costs of disruption of markets and increase in risk and uncertainty (Naudé, 2007). For 

example, Lopez and Wodon (2005) calculated that Rwanda’s GDP could have been 25% 

higher in 2001 if it had avoided the genocide of 1994. Ksoll et al. (2009) found that 

conflict in Kenya reduced flower exports by 24% overall and by 38% for firms located in 

conflict areas, mainly through displacing workers, which exceeded 50%. Using a small 

sample of firms, Vijayakumar (2012) found that the civil conflict in Sri Lanka had a 

negative effect on firms’ growth in terms of the value of assets, turnover and employment. 

According to the World Bank’s Doing Business database (2010), fragile states represent 

the world’s most challenging business environments, often with the most bureaucratic 

hurdles and the least property protection for entrepreneurs. Peschka, Emery and Martin 

(2011) argued that conditions in conflict-affected countries create additional dimensions 

of difficulty for businesses, beyond the standard barriers captured by the surveys and the 

Doing Business data. Conflict creates inflation, macroeconomic instability and 

uncertainty, currency weakness, limited access to credit and financial services, and 

distorted regulation of economic activity (Muhammad et al., 2016). These factors result 
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in a high proportion of informal economic activity, and an economic environment with 

these constraints increases both the costs and risks of engaging in commercial activity 

and investment (Mac Sweeney, 2009).  

For example, Deininger (2003) found that civil conflict reduced investment and non-

agricultural enterprise start-ups in Uganda. However, Cañares (2011) argued that conflict 

in the Philippines had little impact on the decision to start or continue entrepreneurial 

activities. Furthermore, Chowdhury (2011) found that the probability that a household 

will own a business in a conflict region is 11% lower in comparison to elsewhere in 

Bangladesh. This is because starting a business requires more capital, and violent conflict 

and geo-cultural characteristics are particularly discouraging for entrepreneurship. 

However, other studies found that conflict can increase entrepreneurial activities (Branzei 

& Abdelnour, 2010; Guidolin & La Ferrara, 2007). Conflict areas may have a higher rate 

of self-employment, but these are lower quality activities, involving people with lower 

education attainment than in non-conflict areas. For example, forms of employment that 

arise in conflict-affected areas in South Asia are women workers replacing absent men, 

particularly in the agricultural sector and unpaid family labour (Iyer & Santos, 2012). 

Similarly, Ciarli et al. (2015) found that conflict in Afghanistan pushes households 

towards marginal self-employment activities and towards agriculture. 

Research on the study of external environmental factors has increased with the 

recognition that market conditions exert far greater influence on the decision to become 

an entrepreneur than personal characteristics alone (Amine & Staub, 2009). Significant 

effects of ongoing conflicts appear to operate through inadequate access to markets and 

land and lack of adequate infrastructure to support business activity (Abdelnour et al., 

2008; Justino, 2009). Conflict-affected countries suffer from poor infrastructure which 

has often been damaged or destroyed, including basic transport and communications 
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structures, as well as utilities such as electricity and water (Bray, 2009). On the other 

hand, the private sector plays a role in helping to mitigate the socioeconomic exclusion 

that lies at the root of many conflicts. Entrepreneurial activity may substitute for lacking 

markets and governance institutions and it is sometimes a means of survival, rather than 

of entrepreneurial spirit (Ciarli et al., 2010). For example, Ciarli et al. (2009) found that 

entrepreneurship is mainly a coping strategy in Afghanistan. This is important because 

socio-economic exclusion could lead to significant economic and political grievances and 

challenges to authority using violence (Peschka et al., 2011). Therefore, conflict can push 

individuals to entrepreneurship but also provide opportunities to address challenges 

(Cañares, 2011). However, the impact of conflict on women could be worse than men and 

this will be discussed further in the next section.  

3.2.1 Women Entrepreneurship in Conflict Zones 

Women and girls comprise a significant proportion of the civilians living in war-torn 

areas; therefore, they are faced with significant risks and threats to their physical, 

psychological, and social well-being (Haeri & Puechguirbal, 2010). Even in times of 

peace, gender roles typically segregate men from women in many Middle Eastern 

countries, and both sexes exist in and perform very different roles (Darychuk & Jackson, 

2015). Middle Eastern cultures are very conservative and are highly governed by religion, 

customs, and traditions (Mathew & Kavitha, 2010). Some of these cultures identify 

themselves with more of a religious identity than a cultural one (Essers & Benschop, 

2009). Women’s subordinate positions and increased vulnerability in times of conflict 

stem from “pre-existing peacetime social inequalities, which are further reinforced by 

conflict, that result in many of women’s wartime vulnerabilities” (Haeri & Puechguirbal, 

2010: 108). The absence of women from decision-making bodies means that their 

wartime experiences are rarely credited, and their social gains rarely endure into the post-

conflict phase (Pratt & Werchick, 2004). 
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In conflict-affected countries, women entrepreneurs usually face the same obstacles as 

women in other developing countries. With regards to their entrepreneurial motivation, 

many women entrepreneurs may not be ‘growth-oriented’ entrepreneurs, but rather 

‘survivalist’ entrepreneurs. For example, Ayadurai and Sohail (2006) found that most of 

women entrepreneurs in the North East of Sri Lanka were pushed to entrepreneurship, 

where they were in business for the first time, in order to be self-reliant and support their 

families. Their measures of success were self-fulfilment and a balance between family 

and work (Ayadurai & Sohail, 2006). Sultan (2016) showed that most Palestinian women 

interviewees were driven by necessity rather than opportunity into business and most 

enterprises are within consumer oriented business activities and their size is relatively 

small. In addition, cultural constraints, lack of support services and access to finance are 

the main challenges for them. The few studies about women entrepreneurs in Afghanistan 

have found that income generation was the most important push factor (Boros, 2008; 

Minniti & Naudé, 2010), but other pull factors were important such as independence and 

autonomy (Myatt, 2015; Nehad, 2016), help other women or non-family members 

(Holmén et al., 2011; Nehad, 2016), and challenge gender-based stereotypes and the 

oppressive gendered system (Sabri, 2015). 

Lemmon (2012) investigated the obstacles faced by women entrepreneurs using examples 

of programmes in Afghanistan, Rwanda, El Salvador and Liberia. She found that access 

to markets, finance, networks and skills are obstacles faced by men and women 

entrepreneurs alike. However, women entrepreneurs’ challenges are often exacerbated by 

unique social and financial barriers and greater distances from relevant business 

networks, and women are more likely to work in informal sectors. Min (2011) stated that 

the main challenges for women entrepreneurs in Afghanistan included finance, lack of 

contacts and security, limited market, mobility constraints and negative attitudes towards 

women entrepreneurship. According to the World Bank (2014), there are key gender-
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specific obstacles that are aggravated by conflict situations. They include the widened 

gender gaps in education and skills, less access to information and technology, increased 

vulnerability to gender-based violence, and the larger domestic burdens due to an increase 

in the number of women-headed households and the larger size of households comprising 

war orphans or disabled family members so that women find it more difficult to balance 

domestic and productive responsibilities (World Bank, 2014).  

Therefore, conflict can restrict women’s freedom and strengthen conservative gender 

ideologies (Peterson, 2010). On the other hand, and looking on the bright side of war for 

women, it can also give more opportunities for them to enter spheres usually reserved for 

men (Meintjes et al., 2002; Richter-Devroe, 2010). The lives of women in contexts of 

violent conflict adjust dramatically in response to changes in their households and their 

communities. Conflict can open opportunities to challenge socio-cultural institutions that 

act against gender equality (Justino et al., 2012). Women can be pushed to break down 

some of the gender stereotyped social norms and behaviours for the survival of their 

households (Muhanna & Qleibo, 2008). As noted before, entrepreneurship is a socially 

embedded activity (Thornton et al., 2011), so entrepreneurial activities available to and 

pursued by women will inevitably be shaped by the socially constructed institutional 

context they encounter (Blackburn et al., 2015). Therefore, violent conflict can have a 

positive, significant, and robust impact on entrepreneurial activity across different 

population groups, specifically among women (Brück et al., 2011).   

It seems evident that conflict might be a source of new opportunities for women 

entrepreneurs (World Bank, 2014). Abdelnour et al (2008) mentioned that the conflict in 

Darfur has restricted the access of men and women to economic activities such as 

agricultural, pastoral and trading work. It has; however, simultaneously opened a new 

range of opportunities, particularly for women, to engage in informal sector activities 
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such as selling foodstuff and trading, which have enabled them to provide for their 

families (Abdelnour et al., 2008). Menon and Rodgers (2015) found that women in Nepal 

who lived in areas with high-conflict intensity engaged in more work over the course of 

the civil war in relation to comparable women in regions of low-conflict intensity.   

Women’s economic activity is essential, as they are often the main sources of family 

support when men are killed or injured in the war. The World Bank report (2014) on 

women entrepreneurs in Liberia, showed that civil conflict has increased women’s 

participation in trade and business and the labour force in general. Fuest (2008) 

demonstrated that the economic roles that Liberian women perform today appear to be 

greater than before the war. Similarly, women in Cambodia held jobs in textile industries, 

construction, and salt and rubber production during the conflict and have been working 

in them ever since (Kumar, 2000). Giles and Hyndman (2004) and Wood (2008) found 

that the civil wars in Chad, El Salvador, Peru, Sierra Leone, and Sri Lanka enabled the 

women to break traditional social norms in these societies.  

During wars, patriarchal networks are often reshaped since women and girls take on 

unprecedented roles (Wood, 2008). Conflict in the Niger Delta has thrust more women 

into entrepreneurship where they exploit their social networks and gender to mitigate the 

danger posed by the presence of militant youths (Anugwom, 2011). Women 

entrepreneurs are considered relatively safe by the militants who live a life of constant 

relocation between camps and bases of operation, and are wary of betrayal (Anugwom, 

2009). Depending on the specific circumstances of each case, women are also frequently 

among the most trusted members of a community, given their lack of participation in 

violent wartime acts (Lemmon, 2012). Furthermore, many Palestinian women have 

undertaken economic activities at home to generate money for their families as a 

consequence of the occupation, such as losing productive land due to the separation wall 
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or their husbands having restricted movement (Sousa, 2012). However, those women 

chose entrepreneurial activities which promote traditional activities, such as food or 

embroidery. Another example is Esim and Omeira (2009) who showed that for rural 

women in conflict settings in Iraq, Palestine, and Lebanon, cooperatives allow the sharing 

of risk, pooling of resources, learning together, generating income, and balancing work 

and family responsibilities. However, cooperative initiatives often put too much emphasis 

on the existing home making skills of women, which reinforces the traditional gender 

division of labour and existing power imbalances. Therefore, conflict can empower 

women and undermine the traditional social order (Kumar, 2000); however, interventions 

need to be gender-responsive, inclusive, interactive, contextualized, and forward-looking 

in order to sustain those gains for women. 

3.3 Institutions, Entrepreneurship and Resilience   

The following sections discuss in-depth each of the three institutional pillars of Scott 

(2014), how they influence entrepreneurship and how entrepreneurs can develop 

resilience when those institutions are hostile to their activities.  

3.3.1 Regulative Institutions  

In the regulatory system, formal and informal rules are set, monitored and enforced if 

necessary by means of laws, regulations, and government policies that promote or restrict 

behaviour within a country (Busenitz et al., 2000). Economists particularly view 

institutions as resting primarily on the regulatory pillar (Scott, 2001: 52). Laws, sanctions 

and political power thus serve to regulate individual and organisational actions (Scott, 

1995). They can provide support for new businesses, reduce the risks for new 

entrepreneurs, and facilitate their efforts to acquire resources (Stenholm et al., 2013). 

Good economic governance in areas such as taxation, regulations, and business licensing 

is a fundamental pillar for the creation of a favourable business environment 

(Darnihamedani et al., 2018). Changes in technology, political forces, and regulation can 
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be decisive influences on the existence and occurrence of new opportunities (Shane, 

2003). Specifically, the level of entrepreneurship that develops in a society is directly 

related to the society’s regulations and policies (Baumol et al., 2009).  

The rule of law and size of the state sector are key institutional features that enhance 

entrepreneurial activity (Aidis et al., 2009). Women are less likely to undertake 

entrepreneurial activity in countries where the state sector is larger because of the 

availability of job opportunities and welfare system (Estrin & Mickiewicz, 2011). The 

key aspect for entrepreneurs in the rule of law concerns property rights and the reduction 

of transaction costs in business, and these affect men and women entrepreneurs equally 

(Angulo-Guerrero et al., 2017; Estrin & Mickiewicz, 2009). Other institutional factors 

that impact upon entrepreneurial activities are favourable market incentives and the 

availability of financial capital (Sunny & Shu, 2017; Wallmeroth et al., 2018). Bigsten et 

al. (2003) investigated whether firms in manufacturing sector in six African countries are 

credit constrained. They found that only a quarter of those firms with a demand for credit 

obtained a formal sector loan. They suggested that while banks allocate credit on the basis 

of expected profits, micro or small firms are much less likely to get a loan than large 

firms. Access to capital can be difficult for both men and women; however, it is usually 

much more difficult for women entrepreneurs, especially if they are unable to legalise 

their business (Halkias et al., 2011; Muravyev et al., 2009). It is not surprising then that 

access to capital is one of the most frequently cited environmental barriers to business 

entry for women entrepreneurs (Ghouse et al., 2017; Leitch et al., 2018; Panda, 2018).  

Furthermore, government policies contribute towards gender differences in 

entrepreneurship (Narayanasamy et al., 2011). The legal gender differences limit the 

opportunities available for women. For example, a World Bank report (2015c) found that 

155 out of 173 economies have at least one law impeding women’s economic 
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opportunities, and that husbands can legally prevent their wives from working in 18 

economies. Some customs favour men for inheritance and property ownership, and 

sometimes it is enabled by government laws that discriminate in inheritance and divorce 

matters, preventing women from access to productive assets (Scalise, 2009). Therefore, 

making legal changes to women’s asset inheritance can improve their socio-economic 

outcomes. For example, the states of Maharashtra and Karnataka in India amended the 

Act in 1994 granting daughters equal shares in inheritance relative to sons that was denied 

to daughters in the past (Deininger et al., 2010). The improvement in women’s inheritance 

rights was associated with an increase of 1.1-1.3 years in the mean educational attainment 

for the cohort of women who were exposed to the reform (Roy, 2011).  

Furthermore, a strong infrastructure enhances the competitiveness of economies and 

generates a business environment conductive to enterprise start-up and growth (Borges et 

al., 2018). It efficiently connects enterprises to their customers and suppliers, and enables 

the use of modern production technologies (World Bank, 2014a). Conversely, 

deficiencies in infrastructure create barriers to productive opportunities and increase costs 

for all enterprises. Serious infrastructure flaws limit access to markets. While this affects 

men and women alike, the larger number of women entrepreneurs and their predominance 

in informal and small businesses leaves them more exposed (World Bank, 2014).  

An adequate physical infrastructure (roads, logistics, local distribution channels) and 

digital infrastructure (internet, technolgoy) foster the startup activity of new firms by 

facilitating the recogniaion of entrepreneurial opportunities and enhance learning 

(Audretsch et al., 2015; Bennett, 2018; Cho et al., 2008). Invesmtent in technology could 

enhance the use of digital infrastructure (e.g. social media) to start and grow a business 

(Nambisan, 2017). Entrepreneurs who utilise technologies, either by starting a digital 

business or using internet in entrepreneurial operations, are able to be creative and 
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innovative in resource-scarce contexts with weak physical infrastructure (Ashurst et al. 

2012; Ngoasong 2018). Institutional voids can be considered a source of opportunities for 

entrepreneurs (Brück et al. 2010), and mainly a source of innovation (Garud et al. 2014). 

However, lack of resources is a major barrier to exploit such opportunities, where 

researchers started to consider technologies in order to tackle such challenges. Despite 

the rapid growing, however, technology-based entrepreneurship has been fragmented, 

divergent and slow to respond to practice and mainly conducted in the West (Zaheer et 

al. 2019).  

A deficient legal infrastructure can restrict entrepreneurship development since it can 

foster rent-seeking behaviour, corruption and non-compliant or deviant entrepreneurial 

behaviour (Smallbone & Welter, 2012). Corruption leads to lack of trust in others and in 

the state (Zelekha, 2013), and reduces the level of human capital and the share of private 

investment in politically unstable contexts (Mo, 2001).  While corrupt environments 

affect both men and women entrepreneurs, they impose additional burdens on women 

who may lack confidence in their ability to deal with corrupt government officials, and 

they are more often considered soft targets of corruption (Simavi et al., 2010). Corruption 

increases the women’s perceptions of risk where it was found that more corrupt countries 

have smaller shares of women entrepreneurs and vice-versa, and simplifying business 

processes is likely to create more first-time female business owners at a rate 33% faster 

than that for their male counterparts (World Bank, 2007). In Liberia, more women than 

men (81 percent compared to 76 percent) reported corruption as a major barrier to 

formalisation (IFC, 2007). Women also have less time available to handle bureaucratic 

procedures, due to their household and childcare responsibilities (Amine & Staub, 2009). 

Such restrictions constrain women’s ability to start and run successful businesses.  

Legal institutions can create an environment conducive to entrepreneurship. However, 

this is not the case in conflict zones where many legal institutional voids exist (Langevang 
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& Namatovu, 2019). Corruption, in the majority of cases, is a natural consequence of a 

conflict (Peschka et al., 2011), which is a feature of institutions (Rothstein & Teorell, 

2008). According to the World Bank (2009: 76), “The opportunities for corruption are 

great…in a situation lacking adequate institutional and human capacity and necessary 

public oversight and monitoring mechanisms”. In Palestine, a report prepared by the 

European Union stated that corruption in the Palestitian authority (PA) led to the loss of 

financial aid amounting to around US$3.13 billion, which was transferred to the West 

Bank and Gaza strip (WBGS) during the period 2008 to 2012 (The Times, 2013). A World 

Bank report published in 2003 noted that US$900 million was transferred to an “unknown 

party” for five years, from 1995 to 2000 (Ramahi, 2013), which led to inefficient use of 

scarce resources and prevented deserved beneficiaries from services and aid. The people 

of Afghanistan consider corruption to be one of the principal challenges facing their 

country (Chaudhuri & Farrell, 2011; Le Billon, 2008). In 2012, half of Afghan citizens 

paid a bribe while requesting a public service and the total cost of bribes paid to public 

officials amounted to US$ 3.9 billion (UNODC, 2012). The report reveals that the bribery 

prevalence rate is substantially higher for men than for women, whereas the reported 

frequency of bribe paying is higher for women than for men. According to Fishstein and 

Wilder (2012: 45), “The construction sector was generally described as the most corrupt, 

and evidence exists in some places it has become highly criminalized”.   

According to Baumol (1990), in corrupt environments more potential entrepreneurs will 

allocate their time and efforts to non-innovative rent seeking activities such as lobbying 

and bribing government officers instead of being involved in productive entrepreneurship 

activities. Thus, higher levels of corruption should be associated with lower levels of 

productive entrepreneurship (Avnimelech et al., 2014). Therefore, entrepreneurs work on 

filling these institutional voids and develop resilience in different ways. Entrepreneurs 

use their tangible assets such as financial resources to bypass and override the negative 

https://twitter.com/UNODC?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
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cost of institutional sanctions that are likely to impact on their activities (Greenwood et 

al., 2002; Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006). According to Fries et al. (2003), entrepreneurs 

pay bribes in the form of cash with the aim of influencing the actions of public officials 

in order to operate successfully in an institutionally weak economy (Williams et al., 

2016). Other strategies to handle the burden of failing formal institutions, manifested in 

regulatory inefficiencies, could be tax avoidance (Elert & Henrekson, 2017; Welter & 

Smallbone, 2011) and informal business (Afreh et al., 2019; Berdiev & Saunoris, 2018), 

and mainly among women entrepreneurs (Holmén et al., 2011). This could be particularly 

the case in conflict zones where there is lack of trust in state legitimacy and the fairness 

of the legal system (Lindberg & Orjuela, 2014; Tyler, 1990; Uslaner, 2005).   

Moreover, entrepreneurs with access to financial capital are able to use such resources to 

exploit entrepreneurial opportunities (Hmieleski & Carr, 2008). During violent conflict, 

there are specific high-impact challenges that relate to entrepreneurship and affect 

individuals’ resilience, such as lack of access to capital (Awotoye & Singh, 2017). 

Banking sectors might be unreliable and often ineffective (Bullough et al., 2015). 

Conflicts put a halt to the normal operations of banking services (Peschka et al., 2011). 

Even if they are operational, these banks are not equipped to serve the most vulnerable 

people (Mac Sweeney, 2009). Conflict affects also the strategies of Micro-Finance 

Institutions (MFIs). For example, in Gaza Strip following the second Intifada in 2000, 

some MFIs modified their strategy to primarily collect on past loans (Manalo, 2003). 

Very few new loans were granted and mainly to enterprises that relied on the local market 

and less on Israel and neighbouring countries for revenue. They take a more conservative 

approach in their credit approval process (Martinoa & Sarsourb, 2012; Manalo, 2003). 

Such challenges might affect women more than men where they have to rely on other 

informal resources. For example, women entrepreneurs in Afghanistan rely largely on 

either family resources or support from NGOs (Bullough et al., 2015). 
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Therefore, the behavioural theory of entrepreneurial bricolage attempts to understand 

what entrepreneurs do when faced with such resource constraints (Senyard et al., 2009). 

Werner and Smith (2001) found that those who are resilient make use of opportunities 

and resources around them. Coutu (2002: 52) mentioned that “bricolage can be defined 

as a kind of inventiveness, an ability to improvise a solution to a problem without proper 

or obvious tools or materials”. Bricolage is defined as “making do by applying 

combinations of the resources at hand to new problems and opportunities” (Baker & 

Nelson 2005: 33). Bricoleurs focus on addressing opportunities and problems with 

existing material and human capital resources that are often available cheaper or for free 

(Baker et al., 2010). Entrepreneurs may engage in bricolage out of necessity because they 

cannot afford the costs of more standard resources. Successful bricolage behaviour may 

assist in the development of firms that are better able to manage market uncertainties, 

survive and perhaps even flourish despite resource constraints (Senyard et al., 2009). 

Resource-constrained entrepreneurs deploy strategies, such as reconfiguration, to 

minimise resource usage (Baker and Nelson, 2005). Small loans may be critical for the 

survival and success of not only necessity-based businesses but opportunity-based 

businesses as well (Kariv & Coleman, 2015). 

It has been argued that conflict is a driver of aid dependency in the long-run (Marktanner 

& Merkel 2019). Over the last few decades, international aid programs were successful 

in helping fragile and conflict-affected countries to make progress in agriculture, health 

and education systems (Barrett, 2008). However, the role of international aid in 

improving the social welfare and building the state has been the subject of much debate 

among researchers and recipients. In general, international aid is controlled by donors 

who are prone to using aid as a commercial or political tool for their own country’s gain. 

Obvious examples of this type of aid are security aid to fight terrorism in the 21st century 

(Wickstrom, 2006; Hjertholm & White, 2000). A large empirical literature (Barrett, 2008; 
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Coyne & Ryan, 2009; Easterly et al., 2003; Easterly, 2007; Erixon, 2005; Williamson, 

2008, 2010) argued that aid has not promoted economic growth, nor has it led to improved 

policies in developing countries, nor in ongoing conflict-affected countries (Coyne, 2013; 

Goodhand & Sedra, 2010; Hever, 2008; Wildeman & Tartir, 2014). Rather, there is much 

evidence supporting the view that aid has largely backed political regimes with little 

interest in growth and development (Williamson, 2008). Some practitioners and 

policymakers claim that aid may prolong conflict by relieving parties of the political 

burden of sustaining a war (Narang, 2014). Aid also might prolong conflict by the 

asymmetric distribution of aid in divided societies (Tahir 2017). Overall, when the goals 

of international aid are compared with its achievements, the results are extremely 

disappointing (Williamson, 2010). 

However, international aid can promote entrepreneurship when combined with the right 

conditions, specifically the right policy and institutional environments (Burnside & 

Dollar, 2000). Leeson (2008) explained that most developing countries, including those 

living under conflict, have weak institutions and bad policies, and that contributes to the 

ineffectiveness of aid programmes. Thus, aid is not spent wisely because the necessary 

institutions are lacking and very often, aid is spent on projects that benefit political leaders 

at the expense of citizens. Furthermore, and since most conflict-affected countries are aid-

dependent countries, a development culture among community members is still lacking 

(Elnamrouty et al., 2013), and many households rely on humanitarian aid for decades as 

a key strategy in livelihoods in order to survive (Harrell-Bond, 2002). This could lead to 

giving up when entrepreneurs face difficulties since alternative sources of income are 

available through humanitarian aid. However, aid programmes that target entrepreneurs 

can help them to enhance their resilience.  
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With regard to women entrepreneurship, international aid can be considered as a push 

factor. This is because the international aid community has increasingly highlighted 

women entrepreneurship over the last decades as a means of combating poverty and 

gender discrimination (Strier & Abdeen, 2009). International agencies, local and 

international NGOs and governments implemented programmes that mainly targetted and 

supported women entrepreneurs through the provision of micro-loans, training, 

mentoring, and advocacy, and thus tended to asymmetrically improve their ability to cope 

with unexpected difficulties and setbacks (Bullough et al., 2015). For example, the 

emergence of women entrepreneurs in the public sphere in Afghanistan has been made 

possible primarily through international aid after the fall of the Taliban regime (Boros, 

2008). In Palestine, many international aid programmes targetted women entrepreneurs, 

particularly poor women, to facilitate their start-up and the growth of their enterprises and 

empowered them to participate in political, economic and social development (Qazzaz et 

al., 2005; UN Women, 2014). However, any efforts that work on promoting women 

entrepreneurship will remain in vain when ignoring the fact that women live in patriarchal 

societies. Those interventions did not take into account the structural and normative 

institutional challenges and the obvious gaps in gender roles that limit the effective 

participation of women in development. Table 3.1 provides a summary of the main 

themes within the regulative institutions and the articles which have discussed them. 

Table 3.1: Regulative institutional Themes  

Regulative Themes Articles 

Laws and regulations 

Afreh et al. (2019), Aidis et al. (2009), Angulo-Guerrero 

et al. (2017), Baumol et al. (2009), Begley et al. (2005), 

Berdiev & Saunoris (2018), Bigsten et al. (2003), 

Darnihamedani et al (2018), Elert & Henrekson (2017), 

Estrin & Mickiewicz (2011), Estrin & Mickiewicz (2009), 

Halkias et al. (2011), Ho & Wong (2007), Muravyev et al. 

(2009), Spencer & Gomez (2004), Stenholm et al. (2013), 

Sunny & Shu (2017), van Stel et al. (2007), Welter & 

Smallbone (2011), Williams et al. (2016) 
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Access to financial capital 

Abor & Quartey (2010), Ahl (2006), Awotoye & Singh 

(2017), Bigsten et al. (2003), Ciarli et al. (2009), Doern 

(2016), Foster (1986), Ghouse  et al. (2017),  Leitch et al. 

(2018), Hmieleski & Carr (2008), Holmén et al. (2011), 

Panda (2018), Sultan (2016), van Gelderen et al. 2006), 

Wallmeroth et al. (2018) 

Infrastructure 

Ashurst et al. (2012), Audretsch et al. (2015), Bennett 

2018), Borges et al. (2018), Cho et al. (2008), Isenberg 

(2011), Nambisan (2017), Ngoasong (2018), Smallbone 

& Welter (2012), Woolley (2011) 

Corruption 

Amine & Staub (2009), Avnimelech et al. (2014), Baumol 

(1990), De Soto (2003), Greenwood et al. (2002); 

Greenwood & Suddaby (2006), Peschka et al. (2011), 

Simavi et al. (2010), Welter & Smallbone (2011), 

Williams et al. (2016), Zelekha (2013) 

  

3.3.2 Normative Institutions  

The normative institutional environment comprises social norms, beliefs, values, and 

assumptions about human behaviour and nature that are socially shared and carried by 

individuals (Veciana & Urbano, 2008). Normative institutions measure the degree to 

which societies admire entrepreneurial activity (Baughn et al., 2006). Locally embedded 

values and attitudes towards entrepreneurship exert a strong influence on the rate and 

level of entrepreneurial activities in a society (Andersson, 2012). They refer to societal 

views of men and women roles, family responsibility systems and gendered expectations, 

norms, values, religion and beliefs (Bruton et al., 2010). A better understanding of how 

beliefs and norms shape entrepreneurial intentions can serve to explain the gender gap in 

entrepreneurship and possibly identify strategies to reduce it.  

Women entrepreneurs differ from men in terms of their motivation, the barriers they face, 

and the support available to them (Tlaiss, 2015, Woldie & Adersua, 2004). Some gender 

comparative studies of motivation for entrepreneurship has suggested that women and 

men have relatively similar motivation (Rosa & Dawson, 2006). No single factor 

motivates men and women to become an entrepreneur but their reasons depend on several 
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personal and external circumstances. This has been explained as a result of the difference 

between “necessity” and “opportunity” entrepreneurship, where necessity 

entrepreneurship found to be negatively associated with entrepreneurial success (Benzing 

et al., 2009; Block & Koellinger, 2009; Khelil, 2016) and growth-oriented businesse 

(Fairlie & Fossen, 2018). 

Moreover, necessity entrepreneurship found to be more prevalent among women (Bosma 

et al., 2009). For example, in an analysis of women entrepreneurs in African and Asian 

countries, Marcucci (2001) described women as being more often pushed by severe 

economic conditions to create survival incomes than is the case in the West. Women in 

Ethiopia, Tanzania and Zambia; however, more often proactively decided to be 

entrepreneurs rather than being driven by necessity arising from poverty. They also 

explicitly refer to their roles as mothers, wives and daughters and their need to generate 

income for the family as important motivation for business ownership. Moreover, 

maintaining cultural heritage was an important entrepreneurial motivation for women 

refugee entrepreneurs (Heilbrunn et al., 2018). For example, through home-based 

embroidery enterprises among Palestinian refugees in Jordan (Al-Dajani & Marlow, 

2013, Al-Dajani et al., 2015). 

Stereotypes and gender role ideologies shape the extent to which women are represented 

equally in the labour force (Baughn et al., 2006). They suggested that women may be 

more responsive than men to the level of normative support accorded to entrepreneurial 

activity. Many societies continue to define women primarily through roles associated with 

family and household responsibilities (Woldie & Adersua, 2004). Therefore, women 

usually have more responsibilities that make it difficult for them to find a balance between 

domestic roles and entrepreneurial activities. Many environmental barriers could impact 

the efforts of women entrepreneurs, however, the lack of social legitimacy of women as 



51 

 

entrepreneurs affects them in particular (Amine & Staub, 2009). Deeply entrenched 

normative institutions constrain women’s entrepreneurship, where many women are 

‘ready to go’ as entrepreneurs, if only institutional conditions are more favourable (e.g. 

Staub & Amine, 2006 in sub-Saharan Africa). 

The masculine stereotyping of entrepreneurship may discourage women from attempting 

to start new ventures (Welter, 2011), especially in male-dominated communities. Family, 

in particular, could be a main barrier for women to start their own business if they are not 

supportive (Jennings & Brush, 2013). Women then have to exercise agency and show 

perseverance in the face of such cultural and institutional barriers, which could foster 

changes in the societal and household contexts (Roomi, et al., 2018). Hence, family 

support is more important for women in conservative contexts.  

In situations where formal or regulative institutions fail or are absent such as conflict 

zones, informal or normative institutions can be either competing or substituting (Helmke 

& Levitsky, 2004) which creates institutional voids (Mair & Marti, 2009). Therefore, 

women entrepreneurs could be disadvantaged more than men in such contexts, for 

instance mobility restrictions and security, which impact negatively on their resilience. 

However, the experience of violent conflict could also profoundly change individual 

beliefs, values, and preferences (Bellows & Miguel, 2009; Voors et al., 2012), and 

communities are forced to adopt new norms and institutions that fostered pro-social 

behaviour (Gilligan et al., 2011). Cramer (2006) argued that violent conflict can produce 

institutional changes and are often associated with social creativity and changes, 

particularly for women entrepreneurs as discussed before.  

In addition, literature points to the importance of social capital as a significant factor 

which influences a person’s ability to remain resilient in the face of adversity (Applebaum 

et al., 2014; Ledesma, 2014). Some studies have shown that violent conflict could reduce 
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social capital because it creates a lack of trust (Fort & Schipani, 2004; Henning, 2016), 

which increases transaction costs and the risk of opportunistic behaviour (Pisano et al., 

2007). This social distrust is detrimental to economic development and peace promotion 

(de Rivera & Páez, 2007; Fort & Schipani, 2004). Other studies argued that community 

relations strengthen under conflicts (Goodhand et al., 2000; Gren, 2009; Jenningsa & 

Sanchez-Pages, 2017; Nuwayhid et al., 2011; Voors et al., 2012), as people create 

institutions that foster cooperation in order to cope with the negative consequences of 

wars (Giacaman et al., 2006; Gilligan et al., 2011). This reinforces people’s reliance on 

informal networks and social ties (Darychuk & Jackson, 2015). When people have access 

to social support, then they can feel protected and get access to adequate information, 

emotional support, and material resources when needed (Kaniasty & Norris, 2008; 

Punamäki et al., 2005).   

The social support networks during the 2006 Israeli-Lebanese war enhanced the resilience 

of Lebanese refugees by providing direct material and immaterial support throughout the 

conflict (Nuwayhid et al., 2011). Within the Palestinian context, “suffering and endurance 

have to be interpreted at both an individual and collective level. The construct of 

resilience goes beyond an individualistic interpretation: resilience is (re)constituted as a 

wider collective and social representation of what it means to endure” (Nguyen-Gillham 

et al., 2008: 292). Ungar et al. (2007: 297) stated that “a Palestinian youth spoke of 

identity without any reference to the "I," and always in recognition of his role as a part of 

the collective political movement for a Palestinian state independent from Israel. Self-

efficacy was measured in terms of his contribution toward that collective goal”. It has 

been found that Palestinian women and men who were exposed to political violence 

experienced social support differently. Men experienced high satisfaction with social 

support, whereas women experienced social support as inadequate and insufficient 

(Punamäki et al., 2005). Collective supportive relationships inside and outside women’s 
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families cultivate their resilience (Abu Zahra, 2004). Women’s inability to benefit from 

available social support can be one reason for women being more vulnerable in conditions 

of war and military violence (Khamis, 1998; Pretorius, 1996). This highlightes the 

importance of a safe meeting space to the social lives of Palestinian women and the ability 

to support each other through challenging times which enhances their resilience 

(Darychuk & Jackson, 2015).  

In entrepreneurship field, social capital is viewed as a key facilitator of resource 

exchanges, and therefore can be an important catalyst of value creation (Davidsson & 

Honig, 2003). This includes emotional, material and informational social support 

(Southwick et al., 2016). A high level of social capital is important for entrepreneurial 

decisions and success (Føleide, 2011). The concept of social capital rests heavily on trust, 

social norms, networks and trustworthiness required within groups and communities, 

which help to “facilitate exchanges, lower transaction costs, reduce the cost of 

information, permit trade in the absence of contracts and the collective management of 

resources” (Fukuyama, 2002; Ogunrinola, 2011: 96). A critical source of social capital is 

an individual's social network which allows entrepreneurs to gain access to information 

and resources and tap into advice and moral support, which can enhance the success of 

business (Doern, 2016). Social networks can compensate entrepreneurs for limited 

resources (Jones & Jayawarna, 2010). Yueh (2009) found that social networks and 

attitudes toward risk are significant factors associated with entrepreneurship in China. 

Partnerships and joint ventures could reduce the high level of risk involved (Mathews, 

2006), and improve access to credit (Abor & Quartey, 2010). 

Research on entrepreneurship revealed the important role of social capital on the self-

efficacy of entrepreneurs and the performance of their ventures (Davidsson & Honig, 

2003). Social networks have been found to mitigate the effects of institutional deficiency 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/author/Oluranti+Ogunrinola%2C+I
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for entrepreneurs (Estrin et al., 2013). In Afghanistan, entrepreneurs use social networks 

for financing entrepreneurial activity (Ciarli et al., 2009). Even if entrepreneurs use loans 

more for business investment, they access loans less than non-entrepreneurs, and not 

through formal credit institutions (Ciarli et al., 2009). Moreover, partnership might also 

be a strategy for entrepreneurs to overcome institutional voids and gain access to more 

resources (Abor & Quartey, 2010). This is particularly important among women 

entrepreneurs who face challenges in accessing resources in addition to normative 

gendered obstacles (Godwin et al., 2006; Esim & Omeira, 2009). 

Networks and role models play an important role in the survival and success of women-

owned businesses (Berrou & Combarnous 2012; Gray & Finley-Hervey 2005; 

Ogunrinola, 2011). Urbano et al. (2014) found that being a member of a social 

organisation is a driver for the development of women enterprises. Social networks can 

help women to acquire financial resources and knowledge (Prasad et al., 2013; Sullivan 

& Meek, 2012). Godwin et al. (2006) showed that partnering with a man may help provide 

women entrepreneurs in male-dominated contexts with enhanced legitimacy, access to a 

larger number of resources, and a stronger and more diverse social network. Having a 

diverse or large set of ties in the network may help entrepreneurs connect to different 

parts of a social system and open information channels inaccessible to those with a small 

set of immediate network ties (Rauch et al., 2016). However, women usually have limited 

diversity of such networks which also limit their access to resources (Neumeyer et al., 

2018), which can be compensated by government agencies providing a wide variety of 

support mechanisms in developed economies (Mason & Brown, 2013).  

In addition, family is an important social network in sustaining and/or undermining 

people’s ability to cope with life’s adversities (Walklate et al., 2014). Family resources 

within political violence such as positive family stability and cohesion appear important 
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to promote resilience (Dubow et al., 2012; Sousa et al., 2013). Support from family could 

buffer the relations between exposure to violence and psychological adjustment in 

Colombia, where Kliewer et al. (2001) found this relation was strongest for girls. For 

Palestinian adolescents who experienced the first Intifada, psychological functioning was 

positively affected by social integration in the family (Barber, 2001). Family unity in 

Afghanistan supported multi-generational economic success, which was central to adult 

participants’ well-being within the context of war (Eggerman & Panter-Brick, 2010). 

Family relationships are particularly important for women within the trajectory of 

political trauma. Khamis’s (1998) study of Palestinian women showed the level of a 

family’s social-psychological resources was inversely related to psychological distress 

among traumatised women.   

Family and social background contribute to the differences between men and women 

entrepreneurs (Narayanasamy et al., 2011). Socio-cultural factors, embedded in the 

family-oriented contextual framework, affect women entrepreneurs’ ways of starting and 

running their businesses (Welsh et al., 2017). Family has a profound influence on the 

start-up motivation and resources for women entrepreneurs (Alsos et al., 2013; Verheul 

et al., 2006). Work-family conflict is often an obstacle to women succeeding as 

entrepreneurs (Sullivan & Meek 2012; Shelton, 2006). Family is important to 

entrepreneurs working at times of conflict since the family could compensate for the lack 

of formal support and provide them with the necessary emotional and financial resources 

(Cheung & Kwong, 2017; Kwong et al., 2019). For women entrepreneurs, the family is a 

critical factor in providing support (Brush et al., 2009; Singh et al., 2011). However, this 

role is more important for women entrepreneurs operating their businesses in conflict 

zones where they face additional challenges such as security (Bullough & Renko, 2017).   

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/author/Brush%2C+Candida+G
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On the other hand, religion has received attention as an important coping resource in times 

of stress (Koenig, 2009; Park, 2005). Religion has been identified as a strong contributor 

to resilience (Hobfoll, et al., 2008; Javanmard, 2013). Various studies have found that 

religious faith and practices give strength and meaning among immigrants (Abu Zahra, 

2004; Beitin & Allen, 2005) and refugees (El-Khani et al., 2017). Hasan et al. (2018) 

found that Muslim identification was an essential part of the identity of Syrian refugees 

in the United States and a source of comfort, strength, and pride. Gorbanalipoor et al. 

(2011) argued that there was a positive and significant correlation between religiosity and 

hardiness and religiosity is a good predictor for hardiness.  

Barro and McCleary (2003) argued that religion is an important dimension of culture. 

Cross-cultural studies have shown that resilience is a process highly influenced by 

cultural values (Masten & Wright, 2010), particularly within situations of conflict (Sousa 

et al., 2013; Zraly & Nyirazinyoye, 2010). Living in countries with violent conflict 

elevates existential fear, driving individuals to greater religiosity (Du and Chi, 2016). 

Moreover, it was found that being a woman is correlated with greater anxiety about death, 

putting religion centre-stage (Harding et al. 2005). Religious conviction and engaging in 

processes of making meaning from the violence may build resilience for adults facing 

political violence (Eggerman & Panter-Brick, 2010; Sousa et al., 2013). In the context of 

conflict, cultural and religious norms give individuals strength and identity and in many 

cases enabled a positive outlook on life events (Darychuk & Jackson, 2015). Cultural 

values in Afghanistan, such as strong religious conviction, structure a discourse of 

resilience among adults in the face of adversity and thus enduring war (Eggerman & 

Panter-Brick, 2010). 

Within the Palestinian context, Gren (2009) carried out interviews and observations for 

one year in a West Bank refugee camp during the second intifada. She examined the ways 
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in which Palestinians maintain everyday life in repeated emergency situations, where they 

establish feelings of hope and trust using their religious beliefs. Teeffelen (2005) reported 

religion and faith as an important source among Palestinians, especially during times of 

adversity. He also mentioned that spirituality was associated with the Sumud culture of 

the individuals within collective society. Sumud is a Palestinian concept meaning close 

to steadfastness and resilience (Nguyen-Gillham et al., 2008). It is also a socio-political 

concept and refers to ways of surviving in the context of occupation, chronic adversity, 

lack of resources and limited infrastructure (Marie et al., 2018). According to Teeffelen 

(2009), Sumud culture can be educational and associated with keeping going, maintaining 

hope, having endurance and being caring and humane. Marie et al. (2018) suggested that 

Sumud is linked to the surrounding cultural context and can be thought of as a social 

ecological approach to promoting resilience. 

In entrepreneurship studies, religion in general is under-researched (Essers & Benschop, 

2009; Zelekha et al., 2014). Religion and entrepreneurship have a “complex, multi-level, 

and interdependent relationship” (Dodd & Seaman, 1998: 83). However, researchers who 

studied this relationship suggest that religion is positively related to entrepreneurship. 

Religion can help entrepreneurs to cope with the burden of uncertainty and provide access 

to critical resources and information (Parboteeah et al., 2015). Entrepreneurial success 

and resilience can have moral dimensions whereby entrepreneurship is seen as a source 

of personal fulfilment or the ability to help others (Alstete, 2008). Carswell and Rolland 

(2007) argued that religious practices are expected to positively affect individual and 

societal perceptions of entrepreneurial activities and improve confidence and support. 

The Protestant work ethic influenced large numbers of people to engage in work in the 

secular world, developing their own enterprises, engaging in trade and the accumulation 

of wealth (Landes, 1999; Weber, 1930). It has been argued that religion provides a 

favourable climate for entrepreneurial activity, and Protestantism in particular leads to 
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higher educational levels, which positively influences economic growth and 

entrepreneurship engagement (Becker & Woessmann, 2009).  

Additionally, religious space plays an important role in facilitating the formation of social 

capital, which is vital to the development of new ventures. Parboteeah et al. (2015) found 

that in religious environments, mobilising resources via networks can be better facilitated. 

Religion has a profound influence upon the intentions and behaviours of entrepreneurs 

(Ramadani et al., 2015) as “religions teach, promote and propagate cultural value systems 

within a given society. Value orientations in turn affect propensity toward entrepreneurial 

activity…Regardless of whether a person is religious, it can be argued that one is 

influenced by cultural values propagated by religion” (Dana 2010: 2-3). It can strengthen 

entrepreneurs’ coping with uncertainty through decreasing their anxiety which in turn 

enhances their wellbeing and increases entrepreneurial productivity (Balog et al. 2014). 

As an institution, religion significantly shapes the development of cultural values and 

social norms, which then strongly influence women’s participation in entrepreneurship as 

well as the consequences of doing so (Field et al., 2010; Giménez & Calabrò, 2017). 

Tlaiss (2014) showed that Islamic religious values help women entrepreneurs in the 

Middle East in the survival and success of their enterprises. 

Islam lays great emphasis on work for both men and women and gives it special 

importance as an act of worship and religious duty (Rudnyckyj, 2009). The Quran and 

the Hadith (sayings and practices of the Prophet Muhammad) continue to serve as the 

sacred sources for the principles and rules of Islam (Davis, 2013) which influence and 

shape the identities, values, and behaviours of Muslim men and women (Idris et al., 2011). 

Islam is religion conducive to entrepreneurship (Audretsch et al. 2013), where it considers 

commercial activities as a divine calling and essential for the survival and flourishing of 

societies (Ali & Owaihan, 2008). Muslim men and women are encouraged to engage in 
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work guided by a set of norms and values with the ultimate objective of pleasing God 

(Gümüsay, 2014). Therefore, pursuing economic activities must be based on moral and 

legitimate foundations, engaging in what is permitted, and avoiding what is forbidden 

such as pork, alcohol and gambling, charging and collecting interest, and bribery (Ali & 

Al-Owaihan, 2008). Moreover, entrepreneurship can be specifically conceived as a 

religious and economic duty intended to generate income to meet their financial 

obligations to the poor, and to contribute to the wellbeing of their country, as discussed 

by Kayed and Hassan (2010) for example in the case of Muslims in Saudi Arabia. Daou 

et al. (2019) found that faith and religiosity play an important role for entrepreneurs in 

conflict zones, which give them inner strength to stay optimistic during adverse times. 

Table 3.2 provides a summary of the main themes within the normative institutions and 

the articles which have discussed them.  

Table 3.2: Normative institutional Themes 

Normative Themes Articles 

Gender roles 

Al-Dajani & Marlow (2013), Al-Dajani et al. (2015), Al-

Dajani et al. (2019), Amine & Staub (2009), Baughn et al. 

(2006), Beath et al. (2013), De Vita et al. (2014), Holmén 

et al. (2011), Giles & Hyndman (2004), Gray & Finley-

Hervey (2005), Godwin et al. (2006), Jennings & Brush 

(2013), Kumar (2000), Marcucci (2001), Narayanasamy 

et al. (2011), Roomi, et al. (2018), Shelton (2006), Staub 

& Amine (2006), Sullivan & Meek (2012), Tlaiss (2018), 

Tlaiss (2015), Van Osnabrugge & Robinson (2000), 

Veciana & Urbano (2008), Welsh et al. (2017), Welter 

(2011), Woldie & Adersua (2004), Wood (2008), 

Yousafzai et al. (2019), Yousafzai et al. (2015) 

Social capital 

Abor & Quartey (2010), Berrou & Combarnous (2012), 

Bhagavatula et al. (2010), Brush et al. (2009), Bullough 

& Renko (2017), Bullough et al. (2015), Boros, 2008), 

Cheung & Kwong (2017), Ciarli et al. (2009), Davidsson 

& Honig (2003), Doern (2016), Estrin et al. (2013), 

Føleide (2011), Godwin et al. (2006), Jones & Jayawarna 

(2010), Kwong et al. (2019), Qazzaz et al. (2005), Ramos-

Rodríguez et al. (2010), Mathews (2006), Ogunrinola 

(2011), Prasad et al. (2013), Rauch et al. (2016), Singh et 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/author/Oluranti+Ogunrinola%2C+I
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al. (2011), Southwick et al. (2016), Urbano et al. (2014), 

Sullivan & Meek (2012), Verheul et al. (2006), Welsh et 

al. (2017), Yueh (2009) 

Social perception/ 

legitimacy of  

entrepreneurship 

Alsos et al. (2013), Andersson (2012), Baughn et al. 

(2006), Bruton et al. (2010), Cannatelli et al. (2017), 

Fritsch & Wyrwich (2014), Keil et al. (2000), Kibler & 

Kautonen (2014), Kibler et al. (2014), Krueger et al. 

(2000), Mueller & Thomas (2001), Narayanasamy et al. 

(2011), Suchmann (1995), Überbacher (2014), Vaillant & 

Lafuente (2007), Webb et al. (2009), Wyrwich et al. 

(2015) 

Religion 

Ali & Owaihan (2008), Alstete (2008), Audretsch et al. 

(2013), Balog et al. (2014), Becker & Woessmann (2009), 

Bastian et al. (2018), Carswell & Rolland (2007), Dana 

(2010), Daou et al. (2019), De Vita et al. (2014), Dodd & 

Seaman (1998), Essers & Benschop (2009), Field et al. 

(2010), Giménez & Calabrò (2017), Gümüsay (2014), 

Kayed and Hassan (2010), Landes (1999), Gursoy et al. 

(2017), Parboteeah et al. (2015), Ramadani et al. (2015), 

Ritchie (2016), Tlaiss & McAdam (2020), Tlaiss (2014), 

Zelekha et al. (2014) 

  

3.3.3 Cognitive Institutions  

Cognitive institutions reflect the cognitive structures and social knowledge shared by 

people in a given social context (Veciana & Urbano, 2008). The cognitive system consists 

of the knowledge and skills possessed by the people in a country pertaining to establishing 

and operating a new business (Simon-Moya et al., 2014). For instance, in some countries, 

knowledge about how to found a new business may be widely dispersed. In other 

countries, individuals may lack the knowledge necessary to understand even the most 

basic steps required to start and manage a new or small business (Busenitz et al., 2000). 

Human capital, such as eduction, experience attitudes, beliefs and perceptions, can play 

important role in stimulating the motivation to start-up (Brush et al., 2017; Ramos-

Rodríguez et al. 2010). Human capital is important to enhance creativity and 

independence, navigate resources and identify and exploit opportunities (Bhagavatula et 

al., 2010; El Shoubaki et al., 2019).  
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According to the theory of planned behaviour, entrepreneurial intention depends on the 

perceived ability to perform the entrepreneurial behaviour (Nowiński et al., 2017). 

Therefore, several authors suggested that training and entrepreneurship education can be 

helpful to improve individuals’ competencies and perceptions that they “both possess and 

can organize the resources at their disposal to address unpredictable environments, 

identify business opportunities, and overcome problems encountered in entrepreneurial 

practice”, which influence the resilience of potential entrepreneurs (González-López et 

al, 2019; Nabi et al., 2017). Training and possessing skills are important for all 

entrepreneurs; however, lack of adequate skills and other entrepreneurial capabilities 

negatively affects women entrepreneurs to a greater extent since they usually face 

structural barriers that make it more difficult to obtain resources (Itani et al., 2011; Welsh 

et al., 2013). Women entrepreneurs’ perception of possessing adequate skills is part of a 

broader social cognitive concept of self-efficacy (Welsh et al., 2017).  

Experience and education are factors that determine self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). Past 

experience of mastering challenging situations and tasks adds to the level of self-efficacy, 

and explain firm survival (Huggins et al., 2017). Experiences can be a rich source of 

learning for entrepreneurs (Politis, 2008; Warren, 2004). Experience enables 

entrepreneurs to understand the market, and navigate and access resources, which 

enhances their ability to persevere, overcome challenges, and demonstrate resilience 

(Holland & Shepherd, 2013). Previous experience can provide entrepreneurs with an 

opportunity to gain new knowledge and improve their coping with new challenges and 

uncertainties (Politis, 2005). Politis and Gabrielsson (2009) found that previous start-up 

experience and experience from closing down a business are associated with a more 

positive attitude towards failure. Therefore, experience can have a positive impact on 

entrepreneurs’ resilience (Ayala & Manzano, 2010; Hmieleski & Carr, 2008). Learning 
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gained from experience and business failure is especially helpful in resource-deficient 

contexts (Robson et al., 2013).  

Evidence concerning the effect of education on enterprise performance is not conclusive 

(Lee & Tsang, 2001). Education can influence the attitudes of people to start their own 

businesses (Krueger & Brazeal, 1994), and to recognize good business opportunities 

(Ramos-Rodríguez et al., 2010). Singh et al. (2011) suggested that education is significant 

for women in becoming entrepreneurs in Nigeria. However, no clear evidence has yet 

been found on the relationship between education and entrepreneurship (Blanchflower, 

2004), although basic literacy seems to be a requirement for starting new businesses and 

managing them for both men and women (Reynolds et al., 2002). For women 

entrepreneurs, education could enhance their perceived self-efficacy and fear of failure 

(Pathak et al., 2013), and maybe more than men (Cetindamar et al., 2012), hence increases 

their access to knowledge and investment opportunities that will help to start and grow 

their enterprises (Field et al., 2010). 

In many countries, education itself is a gendered institution (Pathak, et al., 2013). 

Moghadam (1998) showed that women in the MENA region do not have access to 

appropriate education and resources when compared to men of that region, and this causes 

serious consequences which hinder the improvement of women. In conflict situations, 

women have less access to education and skills programmes due to the breakdown of 

education systems during conflict (El-Bushra & Sahl, 2005). This leads to a situation of 

high illiteracy rates, particularly for adult women, limiting women’s potential to 

successfully operate businesses and to do so in high-productivity sectors (World Bank, 

2014). Women’s educational levels may also offer some degree of psychological 

protection from the effects of political violence (Khamis, 1998). 
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Overall, When people identify with a certain role, they are willing to contribute more 

effort to be good at sustaining it (Stets & Burke, 2000), in which case formal education 

and work experience can contribute to the perseverance of entrepreneurs (Holland & 

Shepherd 2013; Romero & MartinezRoman 2012). However, it has been argued also that 

outcomes of human capital investment is more relevant for entrepreneurs than 

investments in education and work experience (Marvel et al., 2016). 

Social Learning Theory proposes that one-way learning can occur vicariously, through 

the observation of behaviours in others, referred to as role models (Bandura, 1977). For 

example, political leaders can play a significant role in promoting resilience within people 

in the context of violent conflict so people can endure hardship by imparting a meaning 

for the adverse event they come to experience (Nuwayhid et al., 2011). Adapting this to 

entrepreneurship, a person who displays high levels of self-efficacy and risk taking often 

observes and models relevant others (Douglas & Shepherd, 2002). Baugh et al. (2006) 

established that when entrepreneurs are generally respected and admired, they become 

the model to follow. The more similar the model (age, sex, physical characteristics, 

education, status, experience) and the more relevant the task being performed, the more 

effect there will be in developing confidence as psychological capital. This vicarious 

modelling is particularly important for those with little direct experience (Envick, 2005). 

As noted by Bandura (1999: 47), “If people see others like themselves succeed by 

sustained effort, they come to believe that they, too, have the capacity to succeed. 

Conversely, observing the failure of others instils doubts about one’s own ability to 

master similar activities”.  

This suggests that being associated with a role model was sufficient to develop the desire 

and self-efficacy to become an entrepreneur (Van Auken et al., 2006; Zozimo et al., 

2017). Exposure to role models can have a significant influence on attitude toward 
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entrepreneurship (Entrialgo & Iglesias, 2018). Role models are important to reduce fear 

of failure (Wyrwich et al., 2015), and in particular in risky environments such as conflict 

zones to help aspiring entrepreneurs and enhance self-efficacy (Bullough et al., 2014; 

Zhao et al., 2005). Additionally, role models may be the source of encouragement, 

information, support, and vicarious learning on how things can be done, where resources 

can be obtained, or of factors leading to success and failure (BarNir et al., 2011; Rivera 

et al., 2007). Failure stories can stimulate managerial learning and improve attitudes 

toward failure (Bledow et al., 2017). Moreover, prior exposure to role modelling or the 

lack of such models might shape the inclination of women in career choices and pursuing 

an entrepreneurial activity (Quimby & DeSantis, 2006). Specifically role models from 

the same sex are important for women in increasing their self-confidence and providing 

encouragement and support (Rivera et al., 2007). 

Lack of experts and brain drain in developing countries generally and in conflict zones 

particularly could affect the ability of entrepreneurs to gain access to essential information 

necessary to start and run a business (Tung & Lazarova, 2006). Therefore, entrepreneurs 

rely on other means to develop their capabilities such as the internet (Jiao et al., 2010; 

Tseng, 2013), learning by experimenting and learning from their failures (Cave et al. 

2001; Cope et al., 2004). Self-directed learning is often broadly conceived as self-learning 

in which entrepreneurs have the primary responsibility for planning, performing, and 

evaluating their learning experiences (Caffarella, 2000). Entrepreneurs who possess the 

ability to direct their own learning are more likely to overcome challenges (Tseng, 2013). 

Table 3.3 provides a summary of the main themes within the cognitive institutions and 

the articles which have discussed them. 
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Table 3.3: Cognitive institutional Themes  

Cognitive Themes Articles 

Previous experience 

Ayala & Manzano (2010), Bhagavatula et al. (2010), 

Davidsson & Honig (2003), Dimov (2017), El Shoubaki 

et al. (2019), Hmieleski & Carr (2008), Holland & 

Shepherd (2013), Huggins et al. (2017), Klyver & 

Schenkel (2013), Marvel et al. (2016), Millan et al. 

(2014), Nowiński et al. (2019), Politis (2005, 2008), 

Politis & Gabrielsson, (2009), Robson et al. (2013), 

Romero & Martinez-Roman (2012), Warren (2004), 

Zacharakis & Shepherd (2005) 

Education 

Arenius & Minniti (2005), Cetindamar et al. (2012), Daou 

et al. (2019), Dimov (2017), Field et al. (2010), González-

López et al. (2019), Klyver & Schenkel (2013), Krueger 

& Brazeal (1994), Millan et al. (2014), Nabi et al. (2017), 

Pathak et al. (2013), Ramos-Rodríguez et al. (2010), 

Reynolds et al. (2002), Romero & Martinez-Roman 

(2012), Singh et al. (2011), Urbano &  Alvarez (2014)  

Knowledge and skills 

Arenius & Minniti (2005), Ashurst et al. (2012), Brush et 

al. (2017), Bullough et al. (2015), Busenitz et al. (2000), 

Davidsson & Honig (2003), Dimov (2017), Heneman et 

al. (2009), Ramos-Rodríguez et al. (2010), Roomi, et al. 

(2018), Manolova et al. (2008), Marvel et al. (2016), 

Ngoasong (2018), Prasad et al. (2013), Tseng (2013), 

Urbano &  Alvarez (2014), Welsh et al. (2017) 

Role models 

BarNir et al. (2011), Baugh et al. (2006), Bledow et al. 

(2017), Bosma et al. (2012), Bullough et al. (2014), 

Douglas & Shepherd (2002), Entrialgo & Iglesias (2018), 

Envick (2005), Nowiński & Haddoud (2019), Quimby & 

DeSantis (2006), Rivera et al. (2007), Van Auken et al. 

(2006), Wyrwich et al. (2015), Zhao et al. (2005), Zozimo 

et al. (2017) 

  

3.4 Gaps in the Litreture 

Overall, institutions can constrain or foster entrepreneurs’ motivation, attitudes and 

behaviours in any context by providing appropriate resources or by imposing barriers 

(Baumol & Strom, 2007). This is important since the real world of entrepreneurs 

incorporates environments at micro and macro levels (Mowday & Sutton, 1993). While 

the literature on entrepreneurship has traditionally focused on the micro-level, including 

an exploration of the distinctive characteristics of entrepreneurs in terms of motivation, 
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personality traits, experience, features of their firms such as size, goals, and access to 

capital; more systematic attention has been accorded in recent years to the influence of 

macro-level factors on entrepreneurship generally, and women entrepreneurs specifically 

(Verheul et al., 2006; Baughn et al., 2006). From the discussion above, it can be concluded 

that when institutions, particularly regulative, are weak or underdeveloped, and 

institutional voids exist, this will lead to reinforce normative institutions. So, 

entrepreneurs face many challenges that they have to overcome or adapt to, which is the 

case in conflict zones. Therefore, institutional theory proves its potential to provide great 

insight into entrepreneurship and also into the study of resilience.   

Drawing from entrepreneurship literature, entrepreneurs adapt their activities and 

strategies to fit the opportunities and limitations provided through institutional 

frameworks in a specific context (Bradley & Klein, 2016). Therefore, institutional theory 

provides a coherent theoretical framework for studying the role of institutions on 

entrepreneurship and particularly on the resilience of entrepreneurs, which is still missing 

within existing literature. Conflict zones are characterised by weak and undeveloped 

institutional frameworks (Aldairany et al., 2018), which lead to the existence of 

significant institutional voids but also opportunities to fill these voids. Research in 

conflict zones has provided evidence of remarkable resilience within individuals (Marie 

et al., 2016; Sousa et al., 2013). As entrepreneurship in conflict situations is still an under-

researched context (Daou et al., 2019), this study explores how contexts of conflict shape 

entrepreneurial motivation, challenges and opportunities through the lens of the three 

pillar of the institutional theory, and how entrepreneurs navigate institutional voids and 

opportunities to build their resilience.   

Drawing from resilience literature, resilience should be understood as a social and cultural 

process within a certain context (Kirmayer et al., 2009), which provides the necessary 
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resources to build individual resilience (Ungar, 2013). The over-emphasis on 

entrepreneurs and ignoring the context in which they operate encouraged more 

researchers to move away from trait-based entrepreneurship research to more contextual 

research (e.g. Alonso, 2015; Daou et al., 2019). Therefore, resilience is defined as a 

dynamic and evolving process through which entrepreneurs acquire the resources, 

knowledge, abilities and skills to help them face an uncertain future (Alonso & Bressan, 

2015). Resilience is observed when individuals navigate their way to resources within 

their institutional environment in order to flourish in situations of adversity (Ungar, 

2011).  

A significant number of studies have examined resilience in the context of children 

affected by violent conflict (Barenbaum et al., 2004; Betancourt & Khan, 2008; Barber, 

2001; Qouta et al., 2008; Stichick, 2001). However, more research is still needed to 

document how individuals and communities cope with life events in conflict zones 

(Barber, 2008; Nguyen-Gillham et al., 2008). Scheper-Hughes (2008: 37) argued that the 

dominant understanding of human vulnerability and resilience is inadequate for those 

living in constant crisis and subject to repetitive traumas, and where ‘emergency is not 

the exception but the rule’. Evidence suggests remarkable fortitude and resilience within 

both individuals and communities despite the hardships that violent conflict creates 

(Marie et al., 2016; Sousa et al., 2013). Therefore, lack of previous negative experiences 

for entrepreneurs could cause unhealthy psychological and emotional functioning which 

delays recovery and motivation to carry on (Doern, 2016). The absence of pre-crisis 

experiences leads to a lack of anticipation and preparedness and intensifies negative 

emotions and feelings of loss (Scheper-Hughes, 2008). However, the effects of human-

induced crises on entrepreneurship are less frequently studied, and small businesses and 

entrepreneurs remain under-researched groups (Doern et al., 2018). Furtheremore, Muñoz 

et al (2018) argued that entrepreneurial responses unfold before and during crises in 
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contexts under continuous threat remains largely uncovered in the entrepreneurship 

literature. Recent entrepreneurship research on other types of crises (e.g. riots, recessions) 

tends to deal with the effects and responses of one-off (Doern, 2016) or unanticipated 

infrequent events (Lai et al., 2016). Figure 3.1 sets out the contribution of this research. 

Figure 3.1: Research Contributions

 

3.5 Conclusion 

Many scholars have argued that entrepreneurship has to be studied and analysed in their 

specific context to grasp the full meaning of the studied phenomenon, and to prevent 

overgeneralised results across very heterogeneous settings within and across studies 

(Holmquist, 2003; Wiklund et al., 2011). However, it was noticeable after reviewing the 

related previous literature that there is a significant lack of studies which have 

investigated entrepreneurship and resilience of entrepreneurs in the context of violent 

conflict. Individual behaviour is strongly shaped by institutions in a given environment 

which is central to institutional theory. Institutional theory focuses on the role of the legal, 

• Role of contexts in shaping the individual’s characteristics.

• And providing resources which build resilience.  

Resilience Literature

• Growing attention to the role of contexts on entrepreneurs' behaviour.

• Role of institutions in providing resources which impact on the entrepreneurs'
intentions and behaviour.

Entrepreneurship Literature

• Resilience as a personal characteristic or a mix of traits/characteristics.

• Role of resilience as a trait on entrepreneurs' intention and behaviour.

• Role of resilience as personal characteristics on business performance and
resilience.

Entrepreneurship and Resilience Literature

• Resilience is still generally a burgeoning topic in entrepreneurship field.

• Assumption of resilience as an ex ante condition that enables entrepreneurs to
better adapt and overcome challenges.

• Ignorance of the factors and role of contexts in shaping and building the
resilience of entrepreneurs.

• Ignorance of the challenges and opportunities, and how becoming involved in
entrepreneurship can build resilience.

• Limited research on entrepreneurship in contexts under continuous threat
such as conflict zones.

Gaps in the Literature
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social, economic and political factors within which entrepreneurs operate and within 

which their choices and behaviour are embedded. In addition, institutional theory 

provides a sufficient framework to uncover the implicit, as well as the explicit, 

institutional constraints on entrepreneurs, particularly women.   

Entrepreneurship provides an opportunity for people to become resilient in the midst of 

uncertainty (Bullough & Renko, 2013). Although there is growing evidence that 

entrepreneurs are resilient in violent conflict contexts (Anugwom, 2011; Justino et al., 

2012; Peschka et al., 2011), entrepreneurship (Brück et al., 2013; Guidolin & La Ferrara, 

2007; Nillesen & Verwimp, 2010) and resilience (Bullough et al., 2014; Cañares, 2011) 

are still under-researched in this context. Resilience cannot be underestimated in light of 

the hurdles and setbacks that people generally, and women specifically, experience when 

doing business in conflict-affected environments. In addition, it is important to study how 

institutions, and which institutions, matter in promoting entrepreneurs’ resilience in 

conflict contexts. The next chapter discusses the research process and methodology 

employed to collect and analyse data.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Introduction  

This study seeks to gain an understanding of how men and women entrepreneurs living 

in conflict-affected countries build their resilience. The long period of political conflict 

in Afghanistan, Iraq and Palestine has influenced the lives, attitudes, stories and 

experiences of people living there. This research employs institutional theory as a lens to 

analyse and gain insights about the institutional forces that affect, positively and 

negatively, the resilience of entrepreneurs in the three research contexts. Therefore, this 

research is designed as an exploratory study which uses qualitative data collection 

techniques. The chapter provides a discussion about the research philosophy, 

methodology, methods used for data collection and analysis; and the rationale behind 

choosing them. This chapter also provides a description of the ethical considerations of 

conducting the study.  

4.2 Research Philosophy  

Creswell (2014) describes research as the intersection of philosophy, research designs, 

and specific methods.  Research philosophy refers to the beliefs and assumptions about 

the development of knowledge (Saunders et al., 2016). There are two major philosophical 

paradigms: positivist and phenomenological paradigms. The positivist paradigm asserts 

that the social world exists externally, and that its properties should be measured through 

objectives methods, rather than being inferred subjectively through sensations, reflection 

or intuition (Easterby-Smith et al, 2002). Both the natural and social worlds operate within 

a strict set of laws, which science has to discover through empirical inquiry (Gray, 2014: 

21). That is, researchers view the world through a “one-way mirror” (Guba & Lincoln, 

1994: 110). By contrast, Easterby-Smith et al (2002) argued that the world and reality are 

not objective and external but are subjective and socially constructed. The 

phenomenological paradigm focuses on how we understand the world through experience 
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(Howell, 2016). It holds that any attempt to understand social reality has to be grounded 

in people’s experiences of that social reality (Gray, 2014). Phenomenology is a 

philosophy that is concerned with the question of how individuals make sense of the 

world around them and how in particular the philosopher should bracket out 

preconceptions in his or her grasp of that world (Bryman, 2012: 30). 

Positivists aim to forecast the general patterns of human activity regardless of historical 

or cultural contexts and the researcher is seen as an objective instrument (Burke, 2007). 

This can lead to ignorance of significant aspects and explanations of people’s behaviour 

in different contexts. Therefore, the current research is grounded in the philosophical 

worldview of phenomenology which focuses on exploring how human beings make sense 

of experience and the meaning they give to these experiences (Al-Busaidi, 2008). 

Phenomenology offers a suitable approach that could provide understanding of 

entrepreneurship in conflict zones. This study will interpret and make sense of the social 

life, culture, values, attitudes and beliefs of entrepreneurs and how they in turn affect their 

resilience. Interpretation of entrepreneurship can differ depending on context, where 

contextual embeddedness has been widely recognised, as it shapes the nature of 

entrepreneurial opportunities and challenges (Al-Dajani et al., 2019; Yousafzai et al., 

2019). As discussed before, conflict-affected developing countries are different from 

traditional developing countries and pose different kinds of challenges for development 

(World Bank, 2011). In addition, men and women entrepreneurs behave and respond 

according to this unique situation and they have different experiences and perceptions. 

Therefore, reality here is socially constructed and takes place via a subjective field 

whereby individual and social structures are mutually interactive.    
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4.3 Paradigm of Inquiry  

A research paradigm is basically a worldview that describes a general philosophical 

orientation about the world and the nature of research that a researcher brings to the study 

(Creswell, 2014: 6). Kuhn was the first to use the concept of paradigm which refers to a 

research culture as a set of beliefs, values, and assumptions that researchers have in 

common regarding the nature and conduct of research (Wray, 2011).  According to Guba 

and Lincoln (1994), the four major paradigms of inquiry are positivism, post-positivism, 

critical theory and interpretivism/constructivism. They suggest that a research inquiry 

should be based on the concepts of ontology, epistemology and methodology (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2005). 

Ontology refers to “assumptions about the nature of reality” (Saunders et al., 2016: 127). 

It is about how we see reality; whether it is constructed through individual experience 

(subjectivism) or has an external existence independent of the observer (objectivism) 

(Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006). Epistemology is the philosophy of knowledge or how we come 

to know (Krauss, 2005). It provides a philosophical background for “deciding what kinds 

of knowledge are legitimate and adequate” (Gray, 2014: 19). Epistemology assumptions 

are concerned with the relationship between the knower (the research participant) and the 

would-be knower (the researcher) (Guba & Lincon, 1994). Methodology refers to the 

process and procedure of the research (Ponterotto, 2005). Ontology and epistemology 

“influence the type of research methodology chosen, and this in turn guides the choice of 

research design” (Tuli, 2010: 105). Ontology constructs the “logic of epistemology, 

epistemology structures the nature of methodology, and methodology prescribes the 

appropriate types of research methods and instruments” (Sarantakos, 2013: 28). In other 

words, ontology comprises the philosophy of reality, while epistemology directs how we 

can come to know that reality, and methodology distinguishes certain practices used to 

gain the knowledge (Krauss, 2005).   
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Positivists assume that reality is objectively given and is measurable, and that the world 

is independent of our knowledge of it (Gray, 2014). They attempt to identify one true 

reality that can be generalisable to a larger population (naïve realism). For positivists, the 

researcher and the research participant are independent entities (dualism), and the 

participant and topic can be studied by the researcher without bias (objectivism) and 

without influencing them and vice versa (Ponterotto, 2005; Scotland, 2012). Post-

positivists also accept a true reality, but they believe it can only be apprehended and 

measured imperfectly (critical realism) (Ponterotto, 2005). They advocate a modified 

dualism/objectivism, so the researcher may have some influence on what is being 

researched (Ponterotto, 2005). Positivism and post-positivism paradigms require a 

research methodology that is objective and it tends to be more quantitative than qualitative 

(Lincoln & Guba, 2000; Ponterotto, 2002), and often employs experiments, surveys, and 

statistics to test hypotheses through empirical analysis (Neuman, 2000).  

On the other hand, the ontological position of the critical theory paradigm (historical 

realism) emphasises that reality is created and shaped by social, political, cultural, 

economic, and gender-based forces that have been crystallised over time into social 

structures (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Basic to critical theory is the belief in a constructed 

lived experience that is mediated by power relations within social and historical contexts 

(Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000). In critical theory, knowledge is “both socially constructed 

and influenced by power relations from within society” (Scotland, 2012: 13). Researchers 

are not interested only to interpret the world but also seek to change and transform the 

lives of participants through empowerment and emancipation from oppression, often with 

an explicit political agenda (Cohen et al., 2011; Ponterotto, 2005). 

Interpretivism/constructivism believes that truth and meaning do not exist in some 

external world but are created by the subject’s interactions with the world (relative 

realism). Reality is subjective (Guba & Lincoln, 1994), and meaning is constructed, not 
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discovered, so that subjects construct their own meaning in different ways, even in 

relation to the same phenomenon (Gray, 2014: 20). They see the world as constructed, 

interpreted, and experienced by people in their interactions with each other and with wider 

social systems (Maxwell, 2006). Therefore, the dynamic interaction between researcher 

and participants is central to capturing and interpreting their first-hand experience 

(Ponterotto, 2005). Both paradigms are qualitative in nature since they capture 

experiences of people, and use qualitative research methods such as in-depth interview, 

focus group discussions and participant observation (Weston, 2014). 

Karatas-Ozkan et al. (2014) argued that paradigm choices and hence methodological 

orientations are fundamentally important in capturing the complexities of the 

entrepreneurial process, contexts, and actors through robust research. This research takes 

the subjective ontological position of the interpretivism paradigm. The real world of the 

entrepreneur incorporates environments at macro, meso and micro levels (Mowday & 

Sutton, 1993), which influence inquiry. The political, social and economic contexts 

constrain or foster entrepreneurs’ actions and behaviour (Shane, 2003). As resilience is a 

process based on the interaction between entrepreneurs and their environment (Southwick 

et al., 2016), interpretivism would be a more appropriate paradigm as interpretivists see 

the world as constructed, interpreted, and experienced by people in their interactions with 

each other and with wider social systems (Maxwell, 2006). They tend to understand 

motives, meanings, reasons and other subjective experiences which are time and context 

bound (Neuman, 2000). Using the interpretivism paradigm allows this study to approach 

the social world of entrepreneurship as constructed by the entrepreneur in conflict zones. 

Specifically, it examines how conflict shapes entrepreneurial behaviour, attitudes and 

resilience as perceived and interpreted by entrepreneurs themselves, who have their own 

views which make them experience different realities.  
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The study adopts a subjectivist approach since it focuses on the experiences and 

interpretations of entrepreneurs. I grew up in a conflict-affected country and worked in a 

programme for poverty reduction through entrepreneurship in her home, Palestine. This 

study is an expansion of her Master’s dissertation which directed her to the current 

research topic and helped to formulate its question and objectives. Therefore, I cannot 

detach herself from her own personal experiences, to some extent, and from the lived 

experiences and beliefs of entrepreneurs based on their interaction with the environment.  

4.4 Qualitative Approach  

Despite the growing attention to methodological approaches, entrepreneurship still lacks 

methodological diversity (Neergard & Ulhoi 2007; Wiklund et al. 2011). Positivist 

approaches and associated quantitative studies dominated the field until the early 2000s 

(Gartner & Birley, 2002; Ucbasaran et al., 2001). The vast majority of empirical 

entrepreneurship research published in top journals is deductive and quantitative (Hlady-

Rispal & Jouison-Laffitte, 2014; Neergaard, 2007). However, sometimes quantitative 

research or “numbers” could not answer certain questions related to the nature of 

entrepreneurship (Gartner & Birley, 2002). This approach also does not help the 

researcher to identify what other unanticipated factors may exist, so he or she can lose the 

richness of data which participants can provide (Ali & Birley, 1999). Karatas-Ozkan et 

al. (2014) argued that certain important questions in entrepreneurship can only be 

addressed by qualitative work rooted in non-positivist research paradigms. Gartner (2010: 

10) argued that quantitative studies “can never portray the interdependent interactive 

aspects of entrepreneurs over time, engaging with, and responding to, their 

circumstances”.  

Interpretivists argue that the social world can only be understood from the standpoint of 

the individuals who are participating in it (Cohen et al., 2011: 19). Therefore, they use 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/author/Ali%2C+Haider
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qualitative research methodologies to understand social phenomena in natural settings, 

giving emphasis to the meanings, experiences and views of participants (Al-Busaidi, 

2008: 12). This study employs the qualitative research approach since it seeks to assess 

experiences, meaning and interpretations (Tuli, 2010). Qualitative research attempts to 

explore entrepreneurs’ perspectives, experiences and interpretations of their surrounding 

environment (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Aldairany, Omar and Quoquab (2018) called for 

more qualitative research since most of the current research in conflict zones relies 

heavily on secondary data which ignores the view of entrepreneurs in understanding their 

experiences and expressing their perspectives. Furthermore, research on entrepreneurship 

in violent conflict is relatively scarce (Bullough et al., 2014; Brück et al., 2013). Still, 

there is little understanding of entrepreneurs’ resilience in conflict-affected countries 

(Bullough, et al., 2014). Neuman (2005: 22) argued that “If a concept or phenomenon 

needs to be understood because little research has been done on it, then it merits a 

qualitative approach”.  

One of the major strengths of qualitative research is its sensitivity to culture and context 

(Poulis et al., 2013).  Bogdan and Taylor (1975) suggested that only qualitative research 

methods enable researchers to develop a phenomenological understanding of social 

phenomena in its own context (Krauss, 2005). Hindle (2004) mentioned that qualitative 

methods capture context richness and diversity and seem to be appropriate to the 

advancement of entrepreneurship research into proper tools and concepts. In the case of 

resilience, the key feature of resilience research has been the use of qualitative data to 

determine the meaning of experiences (Rutter, 2012). Ungar (2003) argued that 

qualitative methods are particularly relevant to the study of resilience in very specific 

contexts. Qualitative methods allow for an examination of uniqueness and are more apt 

to discern in a particular context the intelligibility of patterns of behaviour. Klevens and 

Roca (1999) found that qualitative methods enabled them to discover new variables from 
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the data instead of imposing foreign variables that may not be sufficient to explain 

behaviours in a new context. Qualitative methods have the potential to provide a more 

comprehensive picture of lives lived under adversity (Ungar, 2004).  

4.5 Research Methods    

Dann and Philips (2001) mentioned that qualitative methods are particularly suitable to 

areas of research which are concerned with understanding behaviour and experience. The 

current study uses in-depth individual interviews as a qualitative data collection technique 

as McCracken (1988) argued that they are one of the strongest and most effective methods 

in generating qualitative data. There are three types of interviews: structured, semi-

structured and unstructured interviews. Semi-structured interviews are more commonly 

used in entrepreneurship qualitative research since they have great flexibility which 

enables the researcher to enter new areas and explore possible aspects that are not 

discussed in the literature or not mentioned in the interview questions (Qu & Dumay, 

2011). They can help to develop a deeper and more insightful understanding of 

entrepreneurs’ perceptions and attitudes when they freely express their views and recount 

their life experiences under conflict. However, this type of interviewing is claimed to take 

more time to conduct and analyse, in addition to the difficulties of the analysis process 

(Smith et al., 2001). 

Although traditional face-to-face interviews are still a popular method for data collection, 

the rise of technology over the last few decades has facilitated new modes of 

communication. Such traditional methods are a big challenge for the current study since 

it focuses on three different countries, the participants are geographically dispersed, the 

time and financial resources are limited, and there are risks involved travelling to these 

countries. Therefore, online communications were used, such as Facebook, WhatsApp 

and Skype, depending on the preferences of the participants. Indeed, the benefits of using 

online communication for data collection outweighed the drawbacks in this study (Deakin 
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and Wakefield 2014; Markham 2008; Sullivan 2012). More specifically, Lo Iacono, 

Symonds, and Brown (2016) found that data gathered through Skype was just as good as 

the data gathered using face to face interactions, and in some cases even better.   

One of the drawbacks associated with online communication is the loss of visual and 

interpersonal cues that include head nods and eye gaze and having fewer interruptions 

(Sedgwick and Spiers, 2009), which cannot be used as a source of extra information. 

However, social cues such as voice and intonation are still available, so listening more 

carefully to the tone of the participant’s voice can overcome this limit (Seitz, 2015). The 

live video feed also helps to partially surmount issues around spatiality and physical 

interaction (Hanna, 2012), where many of the participants in this study agreed to have a 

video call (22/30). Another drawback is that such communication needs access to high-

speed Internet and familiarity with online communication. In this study, a few of the 

participants had electricity issues or bad internet connection, which increased the time for 

conducting the interviews by, for example, being late for interviews, internet 

disconnection during them or rescheduling them.  

Furthermore, withdrawal is easier with a click of button in the case of online interviews 

than in face-to-face interviews (Janghorban et al., 2014). The nature of such 

communication can increase the absentee rate and rescheduling of interviews since 

participants feel less commitment than with face-to-face interviews. Those challenges 

were faced in this research, unsurprisingly, as seen in Table 4.1 where many of the 

approached individuals, notably in Afghanistan and Iraq and among women, ignored the 

request for interviews. Moreover, a few of the participants and many of the approached 

individuals did not attend at the agreed time. In most cases, no further correspondence 

was received from the approached individuals despite successive emails and messages to 

agree on another time.   
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Other problems arose regarding finding the appropriate time due to time differences, their 

busy schedule and the delay in replying to messages. The stage of data collection was 

very stressful, and the process was both time and effort consuming in contacting 

individuals, organising the interviews, waiting for them to attend and following up with 

them to reschedule the interviews. This is one of the challenging drawbacks of such a 

method where individuals are not familiar with the researcher and this may have 

contributed to the non-attendance and the lack of provision of a reason for failing to attend 

(Deakin & Wakefield, 2014). Overall, 78 individuals were approached in the three 

countries where 30 interviews were successfully conducted in total as set out in Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1: Challenges Conducing Online Interviews 

 

 

 

On the other hand, online interviews gave more flexibility for both the researcher and the 

participants in terms of time and place. For example, participants chose the time that was 

Afghanistan

32 were contacted,

4 did not meet the 
criteria,

4 did not show at the 
interview time,

8 ignored messages,

7 agreed for interview 
then ignored,

9 were interviewed.

Iraq

26 were contacted,

5 did not meet the 
criteria,

2 did not show at 
the interview time,

7 ignored messages,

4 agreed for  
interview then 

ignored,

8 were interviewed.

Palestine

20 were contacted,

5 did not meet the 
criteria,

2 did not show at the 
interview time.

13 were interviewed.
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convenient for them regardless of the place of interview. Some of the interviews were 

conducted at home or during the evening when the participants had free time, allowing 

them a sense of security and without imposing on each other’s personal space (Hanna, 

2012). So, they tended to talk for longer periods. Furthermore, they used their smart 

phones or tablets for conducting the interviews, so the place of the interview became 

‘much more fluid and temporary’ (Deakin & Wakefield, 2014: 609). Nevertheless, the 

disadvantage with the venue is that the interview can be interrupted or stopped abruptly 

due to a disruptive environment that could affect the participants’ concentration and data 

gathering (Janghorban et al., 2014). For example, this was experienced when two of the 

participants had to answer calls or talk to some customers. So, there was a waiting time 

until they finished. However, I repeated what they said to demonstrate understanding and 

maintaining the interview flow. Nevertheless, this was not considered a problem rather it 

just increased the time taken for the interview. 

Physical presence can be an important factor in trust construction between interviewer 

and interviewee (Bertrand, 2010). Online interviews may not offer the same level of 

rapport compared to face-to-face interviews (Lo Iacono, 2016). However, Deakin and 

Wakefield (2014: 610) found that “Skype interviewees were more responsive, and rapport 

was built quicker than in a number of face-to-face interviews. Online rapport is therefore 

only an issue when interviewing an individual who is more reserved or less responsive”. 

Based on their suggestions, it is important to create a real bond of trust at the outset, which 

can condition the quality of the interview in a favourable way. Some researchers have 

suggested that personal questions may pose more difficulty over Skype, due to the “loss 

of personal connection and intimacy compared with in-person interviews” (Hay-Gibson, 

2009; Seitz, 2015: 232). However, it is also suggested that online interviews may allow 

for more reflective responses and can be a useful forum for asking sensitive questions that 

participants might be reluctant to discuss face-to-face with an interviewer (Opdenakker, 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3991833/#CIT0007
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2006). Participants can open up and feel more comfortable expressing their opinions 

through online interviews, particularly for participants who are shy or introverted 

(Orchard and Fullwood, 2010).  

Therefore, I talked to the participants before conducting the interviews and explained the 

research and they had the opportunity to ask any questions. In this way participants were 

put at ease and were able to get to know myslef well, either through emails or instant 

messages on social media. Many participants were so excited at the opportunity to share 

their experiences that they sent some photos of their products and work. They shared their 

pages or websites prior to the interview so I had some knowledge of their work. This 

made it easier to follow up with the participants and clarify or confirm some points when 

undertaking the transcription and analysis and has helped to get quicker responses than if 

conducting face-to-face interviews. 

4.6 Research Sampling and Recruiting  

Quantitative research depends on a large number of participants since it places primary 

emphasis on generalisation (Patton, 1990). Random sampling is used to ensure the 

generalisation of findings by minimising the potential for bias in selection (Palinkas et 

al., 2015: 2). On the other hand, qualitative research focuses in-depth on small samples 

purposefully selected to obtain a comprehensive understanding (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). According to Patton (2002), purposive sampling is a technique widely used in 

qualitative research through identifying and selecting a specific type and number of 

participants who are information rich and reflect the purpose and resources of the study. 

Those cases may have a unique, different or important experience or perspective on the 

phenomenon in question (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The use of a small sample or 

even single case studies can be utilised to illustrate key issues (Crick & Crick, 2016). 
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Based on the research question and objectives, the purposive rather than random sampling 

strategies are adopted which defend the use of small samples (Cope, 2011), and include 

the criterion and snowball sampling. Criterion sampling considers all cases that meet 

some predetermined criteria of importance (Patton, 2002). Men and women participants 

are required to be the owner and manager of the business that has been operating for over 

three years. The age of the business is chosen based on the Global Entrepreneurship 

Monitor (GEM) definitions that established entrepreneurial activities are in operation for 

more than 42 months. Therefore, it was important to choose mature and stable businesses 

that started at least three years ago, since this provides a greater opportunity for in-depth 

insights from the participants reflecting on their experiences and how they have overcome 

challenges and built their resilience over time. For the Afghan participants, the criteria 

was to choose entrepreneurs who speak English in order to avoid misinterpretation and 

translation errors and hence enhancing the credibility of the findings. I was aware of any 

bias giving the high level of illiteracy in Afghanistan. However, the Afghan participants 

were from different social backgrounds and most of them did not leave their country but 

they learned English in schools or through self-learning. For example, some of the 

participants, as will be discussed in the findings, were forced to work at early age or leave 

university as they needed to provide income for their families. Hence, this would not be 

considered as a limitation.  

Geographically, due to the nature of and resources available to this study, the focus was 

on urban areas in such complex contexts. Bullough and Renko (2017) discussed 

extensively the challenges of conducting research in Afghanistan where they were forced 

to use short surveys due to illiteracy, education and unfamiliarity with survey and research 

for the survey collectors, and also challenges to access to more data from outside Kabul 

city due to insecurity. In Afghanistan and Iraq, the study focuses on the two largest cities 

in each country; Kabul and Kandahar, and Baghdad and Basra respectively. Those cities 
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have the greatest concentration of populations and entrepreneurial activities (CIPE, 2010; 

Holmén et al., 2011; Myatt, 2015). The research targeted Palestinian entrepreneurs in the 

WBGS because of their small geographical areas. However, and as research is still limited 

in these context, this would not be considered as a limitation as future work can focus on 

both urban and rural areas based on the contextual and empirical findings of this research.  

Generally, there are no specific rules when determining an appropriate sample size in 

qualitative research. However, researchers generally use data saturation as a guiding 

principle during their data collection (Mason, 2010). Data saturation is reached when 

there is enough information to replicate the study, when the ability to obtain additional 

new information has been attained, and when further coding is no longer feasible (Fusch 

& Ness, 2015; O’Reilly & Parker, 2012). Guest et al. (2006) mentioned that in qualitative 

research, fifteen is the smallest acceptable sample, irrespective of the methodology. 

Mason (2010) found that the most common sample sizes are 20 and 30 to achieve 

saturation. Generally, authors agree that saturation is achieved at a comparatively low 

level, and qualitative samples do not need to be greater than 60 participants (Charmaz, 

2006; Griffin & Hauser, 1993; Mason, 2010; Morse, 1994). However, data saturation is 

not about the numbers per se but the depth of the data. Therefore, the interviews were 

conducted in each country until data saturation was achieved, where the participants were 

almost saying the same thing, so no more new information or themes could be gathered. 

Figure 4.1 below shows the total number of interviews in each country. I tried to contact 

organisations and government institutions in Afghanistan and Iraq but none responded. 

Therefore, the participants initially were approached through personal networks. 

Snowball sampling was then adopted, where the participants were asked to suggest names 

of further participants from their personal networks who have similar circumstances and 

may be interested in participating in similar interviews (Palinkas et al., 2015). This was 
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particularly useful in finding participants who qualified for participation and met the 

research eligibility criteria.  

Figure 4.1: Total Number of Interviews 

 

In-depth interviews are conducted with men and women entrepreneurs in each country 

since more research on entrepreneurship is needed in this unique context. Both men and 

women entrepreneurs are affected under violent conflict and the impact of that is 

experienced in different ways. Both have different characteristics, challenges and 

opportunities that should be studied according to their own socio-economic context. 

Therefore, it is essential to explore the different experiences of men and women, how 

gender roles and opportunities change during conflict, the way gender intersects with 

resilience, and which gendered resilience resources are crucial to entrepreneurs. During 

conflict, gender relations and identities are negotiated and this period can “offer 

opportunities for women to formalise their increased participation in public life and assert 

new roles for themselves” (Byrne et al., 1996: 30). Therefore, semi-structured interviews 

gave the opportunity for those women entrepreneurs to voice their experiences and the 

changes they have made when they entered the field of entrepreneurship. However, these 

gains can be temporary because of war needs, and women can be more vulnerable in post-

conflict periods. Hence, gender should be understood as including and empowering both 

men and women in order to create sustained positive aspects for women, and exploit the 

role of men as resources in promoting gender equality and peace. In this study, for 
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example, there were men participants in each country who disagreed with having support 

for women entrepreneurs only, as the following quotes reveal. This suggests important 

implications as regards studying and targeting both men and women in such contexts:   

The donor community should not emphasise on gender quality and support 

women only. I believe that there should be equal opportunities. So, I prefer that 

the donors should have clear strategy towards both men and women’s 

entrepreneurs. (Hasan Afghanistan) 

I disagree to have support programs only for women or one group. This is unfair; 

the whole society needs to work, particularly graduates. (Ali, Iraq) 

Women’s role is important; however, support is supposed to be for everyone and 

not just for women. (Khaled, Palestine) 

  

4.7 Interview Guide 

Based on the research question, an interview guide was prepared (Appendix A), which 

helped to focus and organize my thoughts and therefore questioning and with pacing 

during the interviews (Bird, 2016). Based on the literature review, the interview guide 

covered the psychological capital, motivation, challenges and resilience factors of 

entrepreneurs in those conflict contexts. The questions and potential probing questions 

were derived and developed by drawing on institutional theory, entrepreneurship and 

resilience concepts discussed in the previous chapters. However, further probing and 

prompting questions have been asked during the interviews to answer the research 

question and meet the objectives of this study. Each interview with the participants was 

started by asking them to tell their stories until the start-up, and how their business has 

been developed since that time. Then, the discussion focused on their motivation and 

challenges in relation to their psychological capital and the regulative, normative and 

cognitive institutional pillars in their conflict contexts, and the ways they were able to 

build their resilience to overcome and adapt to challenges. The interview guide was 

discussed further with the supervisory team before finalizing it for conducting the 

interviews. Further details are included in section 4.10, the ethical protocol.   
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During the data collection process, themes were emerging which influence the interview 

guide to capture some specific details of each context. For example, challenges regarding 

the taxation and excessive regulations in Afghanistan were common. Also, in Afghanistan 

and Iraq, the participants discussed corruption and bribery, and the withdrawal of foreign 

troops more than in Palestine. In the Palestinian contexts, the participants discussed 

movement restrictions and blockade. The women participants discussed further their 

patriarchal societies and gendered norms and perceptions, mainly among the Afghan 

participants. As I moved through the process, therefore, I tried to focus in the interviews 

on different aspects in each context and how the participants were able to cope, overcome 

and/or adapt to these certain situations.  

4.8 Conducting Interviews      

The data collection stage started in mid-December 2017 and finished at the end of May 

2018 after facing different challenges as discussed previously. An interview guide and 

questions were prepared in English and translated into Arabic, where back translation is 

used to achieve accuracy and refine the translation. So, the translated Arabic version was 

given to two translators, one of them works as a translator in Palestine and the other has 

both Arabic and English as her mother tongues. Both of them are working in fields which 

are not related to entrepreneurship. Beaton et al. (2000: 3188) argued that it is preferably 

for translators not to have a background in the research topic in order to “avoid 

information bias and to elicit unexpected meanings of the items in the translated 

questionnaire, thus increasing the likelihood of highlighting the imperfections”. The 

translators were asked to translate the interview guide and questions back into the original 

language. A comparison between both the translated and original versions was conducted 

to ensure they reflected the same items and this process enhanced the validity of the 

interview guide and questions and the credibility of the findings (Maneesriwongul & 

Dixon, 2004).   



87 

 

Initially, six pilot interviews in total were conducted (two interviews in each country) to 

ensure that all questions were clear to all participants, and to shorten the time needed for 

the interviews. At the beginning of the interview, some personal and business questions 

were asked to get an image of the participants and their businesses. There were no changes 

in the questions; however, some of them were paraphrased for clarity. For example, when 

asking if the challenges they face are unique to the conflict context, it was difficult for 

most of the participants to answer, since they did not live in a non-conflict country or they 

are not familiar with the situations there. So, immediately, the question was paraphrased 

and asked if they would face the same challenges if the political situation in their country 

was stable. In addition, the section of the “Personal Information” was moved to the end 

of the interview, since the participants were more comfortable with answering those 

questions at the end.  

Appendix B presents the participants’ demographic and business indicators. All but three 

participants had completed higher education, and most participants (19/30) were aged 

between 24-32 years. Around half of all participants were married (16/30), and the 

majority of participants’ enterprises were between 3-5 (14/30) and 6-10 (12/30) years old. 

Contrary to the majority of women’s enterprises being concentrated in the services sector 

in Middle Eastern countries (McElwee & Al‐Riyami, 2003; Tlaiss 2015), the majority of 

the women’s enterprises were manufacturing (11/16) compared to the men’s enterprises 

(5/14), which were mostly concentrated in the services sector (8/14) compared to the 

women’s enterprises (3/16). 

4.9 Data Analysis  

In order to answer the research questions, the study applied thematic and content analysis 

in the qualitative analysis of data. One of the advantages of thematic analysis is that it is 

not wedded to any one methodological approach and underlying philosophy (King & 

Brooks, 2017). With the permission of the participants, the interviews were audio-
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recorded besides notes being taken. The interviews in Iraq and Palestine were conducted 

in Arabic, which is my first language. In Afghanistan, the interviews were conducted in 

English in order to avoid the challenges associated with interpretation, since I do not 

speak the two official languages in Afghanistan, Dari and Pashto. The interviews lasted 

approximately 90 to 150 minutes. 

After each interview, its contents were transcribed into Arabic or English, based on the 

language of the interview. After each transcription, I listened again to the recording to 

check that the transcription was correct and check for any typing errors. The whole 

process was very time consuming; however, transcription and listening again and again 

to the recording were also helpful in becoming familiar with the data and to undertake the 

initial analysis. The qualitative data analysis software, MAXQDA, was used, which 

supports the Arabic language, in order to help in coding and analysing the data. The data 

analysis was undertaken in the same language as the conducted interview, either in Arabic 

or English. The interviews were not translated into English since most of them were 

conducted in Arabic (21/30) and since the resources available are limited in terms of time 

and funding. Since qualitative research seeks to study meanings in subjective experiences, 

so meaning may get lost in the translation process. Therefore, Nes et al. (2010) 

recommended doing the analysis in the original language to avoid potential limitations. 

They, however, recommended translating the meaningful findings with the help of 

professional translators, explaining to them the intended meaning and its context in the 

source language. Hence, the translation was carried out when writing the findings; 

however, back translation was also used at this stage to ensure accuracy.  

An initial codebook with a number of broad themes was created based on the literature 

review, which also helped to formulate the interview questions (Tlaiss & Kauser, 2019). 

The data analysis went through two phases; the descriptive and the conceptual level 

(Friese, 2014). Using MAXQDA, the first phase included reading the interview 
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transcripts where initial codes were generated by looking for relevant features of the data. 

After reading each transcript, a case summary was written that described the story of each 

participant to date and not its interpretation. In this way, case summaries were not my 

own ideas that developed while working through the text; however, they were “fact-

oriented and stay close to the original text” (Kuckartz, 2014: 40). Furthermore, key words 

were generated for each summary which used to be as initial codes, and a codebook was 

created which ensured the consistency of coding and analysis. The reading, re-reading 

and coding process was helpful to identify themes, patterns and relations between the 

themes.  

Then, the conceptual-level analysis was undertaking by exploring the data from the 

perspective of the research question (Friese, 2014). With the help of the visualisation tools 

of MAXQDA, such as “code map”, “code relations browser” and “code matrix browser”, 

I was able to group the list of codes by looking at how these codes overlap and are related 

in order to create a short list of themes based on the research question and objectives 

(Saunders et al., 2019). This was also useful to decide the number of co-occurrences of 

codes for the content analysis. Content analysis was utilised when a theme recurred 

frequently (Ahl, 2006), which helped to explain the quantitative aspects of the qualitative 

data, and identity the important themes. 

The next step was refining themes and the relationships between them. This included re-

organising themes and sub-themes, combining themes and/or discarding others by re-

reading the coded data extracts under each theme (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This process 

required continual moving back and forth between the coded data extracts and themes 

that emerged, and also ensured that themes and sub-themes “make sense” in relation to 

each other and to the research question (Vaismoradi et al., 2016). Doing this, I was able 

to revise the relationships between themes. The analysis process was based on the 

research question and objectives, and the final themes that emerged were categorised 
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based on the motivation, the regulatory, normative and cognitive institutional challenges 

and the resilience factors which helped the participants to continue with their businesses 

(Table 4.2). 

Table 4.2 Explaining Themes and Sub-themes that Emerged 

Theme Explanation  Sub-themes 

Motivation 

Codes and sub-themes that reflect the 

factors which led the participants to 

start their businesses using thematic 

and content analysis. 

Examples included economic 

prosperity, independence, making 

impact, special interest, lack of jobs, 

etc. 

Regulatory 

challenges 

Codes and sub-themes that reflect the 

regulatory institutional challenges 

Examples included unsupportive 

regulations and taxation, corruption, 

lack of good infrastructure and access 

to finance, insecurity, etc. 

Normative 

challenges 

Codes and sub-themes that reflect the 

normative institutional challenges 

Examples included gendered roles, 

and lack of social legitimacy of 

entrepreneurship 

Cognitive 

challenges 

Codes and sub-themes that reflect the 

cognitive institutional challenges 

Examples included lack of experts and 

knowledge 

Resilience as 

psychological 

capital 

Codes and sub-themes that reflect the 

role of conflict and institutional 

challenges on the psychological 

capital and resilience of entrepreneurs 

Examples included optimism, 

perseverance, self-efficacy and 

opportunity recognition  

Resilience 
strategies 

Codes and sub-themes that reflect how 

entrepreneurs overcome/adapt to the 

different institutional challenges, and 

how institutions were also enablers, 

which helped to develop their 

resilience 

Examples included informal export 

and business, tax avoidance, rely on 

other incomes, religion, social support 

programmes, bricolage, informal 

networks, self-learning, etc. 

To summarise, the following steps in Figure 4.2 were followed for the thematic analysis 

based on the Braun and Clarke discussion (2006):  

 

 

 

 

 



91 

 

Figure 4.2: Thematic Analysis Process 

 

4.10 Ethical Protocol 

In accordance with Plymouth University guidelines, the ethical approval from the 

Business Faculty Research Ethics Committee was obtained first (Appendix G). Ethical 

research procedures were considered during the data collection process in respect of 

participants and data analysis. Therefore, participants were given in advance two forms - 

“Information Sheet for Participants” (Appendix C) and “Consent Form” (Appendix D). I 

asked them to read the forms carefully, understand and sign them before conducting the 

interview. In many cases, the participants agreed to the Consent Form being signed on 

their behalf, and this was audio-recorded. At the beginning of each interview, I read the 

“Information Sheet” again where I provided the participants with accurate and 

comprehensive information about the nature of the research, its purpose, why they were 

participating, potential risks, and the conditions of involvement. The participants had the 

right to ask any questions at any stage regarding the study, and I answered those questions 

and enquiries clearly. In the end of each interview, I thanked the participants and offered 

them again the opportunity to ask questions or add anything they felt is relevant. Some of 

Be familiar with the data, so the transcription was done,
listening and re-listening to the recordings, reading and
re-reading the transcripts.

Through listening and reading, some initial analysis
was done and initial codes were generated by looking
for interesting features of the data in a systematic
fashion across the entire data set with MAXQDA.

Then searching for themes with broader patterns of 
meaning. Followed by reviewing themes to make sure 
they fit the data, and defining and naming them.

Creating a coherent narrative that includes quotes from 
the participants.
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the participants asked to be given information on the progress of the research or a 

summary of research findings. They were also assured that the information and answers 

they provided would be treated confidentially, the data will be stored securely, and their 

identities will remain anonymous to protect them and their privacy. This gave them the 

reassurance needed to answer the questions frankly and reduced the possibility of having 

responses which are more socially and politically acceptable. Confidentiality is 

particularly important given the sensitive nature of the study involving women 

entrepreneurs in conservative societies.      

In addition, the participants were informed about their right to withdraw from the 

interview or the research project at any point up to 30th December 2018, without giving 

any reasons, and without being disadvantaged in any way; and that was stated in the 

consent form as well. The participants were assured that being involved in the research 

would not cause any kind of harm to them and they would maintain their dignity and 

rights. For example, I did not apply any influence or pressure on the participants to grant 

access for the study, or to answer certain questions that they do not feel comfortable to 

talk about, or to make them answer in the way she expected them to respond. They 

understood clearly that there are no right or wrong answers, and only their experiences 

and opinions will help the research to achieve its objectives. More protection was by 

anonymising their identities, data and answers, and I only had access to their audio 

recordings that were used for data analysis. Furthermore, and from previous experience 

in conducting interviews with entrepreneurs, I made it clear that participation is only for 

the purposes of academic study. Otherwise, the risk is that participants might get the 

impression that such interviews represent a way to support their businesses, particularly 

financial support. 
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4.11 Research Quality 

In the past decade, interest in the qualitative methods has increased, which has led to 

necessary scrutiny of qualitative research. Researchers are increasingly concerned to 

examine the claims researchers make about the findings obtained from these methods 

(Mays & Pope, 2000). Some scholars argue that qualitative research is of a poor standard, 

but more usually the complaint is that there is no clearly defined set of quality criteria 

available for judging it, so that it is of “uncertain quality” (Hammersley, 2007: 287). 

However, a lot of effort has been expended to give some guidance to qualitative 

researchers in order to improve the quality of qualitative research (Seale, 1999). Issues of 

trustworthiness and credibility are key considerations in the interpretivism paradigm in 

judging the research quality and outcomes (Tuli, 2010). Trustworthiness of qualitative 

research generally is often questioned by positivists, because their “concepts of validity 

and reliability cannot be addressed in the same way in naturalistic work” (Shenton, 2004: 

63). Lincoln and Guba (1985) propose that the trustworthiness of qualitative research can 

be established through the following four criteria: credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability.  

Credibility is the parallel criterion to internal validity in quantitative research and refers 

to the value and believability of the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I used well-

recognized research methods such as in-depth interviews and thematic analysis, which 

were used in previous research in conservative and risky contexts (e.g. Al-Dajani et al., 

2019; Tlaiss, 2019). Given the sensitivity of context and some of the questions, I used to 

de-personalize some of the “sensitive” questions so the participants felt they are not 

talking about themselves necessarily in order to provide more honest answers. For 

example, “how common paring bribes is in your country? Does this accelerate any 

procedures related to business? Have you been forced to do? Do you know anyone who 

did?”. I used two audio recorders, transcribed the interviews listening to one recorder and 
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then checked the accuracy and language of the transcripts listening to the second recorder. 

Some of the participants agreed to check their transcript to ensure it reflects what they 

discussed. In addition, the interviews, transcription and data analysis were conducted in 

the same language which helped to avoid any differences in meaning if translated (Temple 

& Young, 2004). Back translation was also important in order not to lose the meaning, 

and thus lose the validity of the qualitative study (van Nes et al., 2010). Content analysis 

was used to quantify the qualitative data and find important themes. I also provided 

detailed description of the context, which can explain the credibility of the findings. The 

case summary of every transcript was shared with the supervisory team where we 

discussed the codes and emerging themes. Feedback from conference and seminar 

presentations also helped to see the findings from different perspectives and strengthen 

my argument. 

Transferability is the parallel criterion to external validity (Saunder et al., 2016), and it is 

the extent to which findings can be generalised to other similar contexts or situations, 

while still preserving the meanings and inferences from the completed study (Leininger 

1994). This is an exploratory, qualitative study which aimed not to generalise but to 

provide contextualised insights and understanding for possible transferability. However, 

Geertz (1973) mentions that thick description includes not only describing and 

observation of human behaviour but also the context in which that behaviour occurs; it 

explains the context of practices and discourses in a society. Without this insight, it is 

difficult for the reader of the final account to determine the extent to which the overall 

findings “ring true” (Shenton, 2004: 69). Thick description provides a database that 

allows judgements about the transferability of findings to other situations or contexts 

(Guba &Lincoln, 1989). Generally, focusing on more than one single country in this 

research makes the institutional impact applicable to other environments which live under 

similar political and socio-economic circumstances. The research also gives full and 
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detailed descriptions of the context, detailed explanation and interpretation of the 

experiences and perspectives of the participants, with the use of their direct long quotes, 

and comparison of the findings among three conflict-affected zones which enhances 

transferability (Korstjens & Moser, 2018).  

Dependability is often compared to the concept of reliability in quantitative research and 

refers to how stable the data are (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004, Rolfe 2006), the study 

can then be repeated by others (Hamberg et al., 1994). The current research involved 

keeping records relating to development of the research question and problems in terms 

of data collection procedures and analysis. So, it reported in detail the research processes 

which will enable future researchers to repeat the work and address dependability.  

Confirmability in qualitative research investigates the axiological perspectives and the 

extent to which biases, motivations, interests or perspectives of the researcher influence 

interpretations (Baxter & Eyles, 1997). Confirmability means that findings emerge from 

the data and the interpretation of the data, and not from the researchers as subjects and 

their own predispositions (Shenton, 2004; Hamberg et al., 1994). The detailed 

methodological description enables the reader to determine how far the data and 

constructs emerging from it may be accepted which could achieve confirmability and 

reduce the effect of the researcher’s bias. In addition, the “audit trail” allows any observer 

to trace the course of the research step-by-step via the decisions made and procedures 

described (Shenton, 2004).  

I have lived most of her life in Palestine and she was familiar with the experiences and 

challenges of living in a conflict zone. Such familiarity helped her to conduct the 

interviews sensitively. However, I was aware of my position towards the generated data 

within the study context by giving more room to listen and explore the participants’ 

viewpoints and asking exploring or probing questions regarding the everyday life of the 
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local people. Thus, she was perceived as both insider and outsider by the participants. I 

acted more as active listener, and facilitator. In their answers, there was often reference 

to her being familiar with their lived experiences. Phrases such as “you know this happens 

in a conflict country”, “I’m sure you experienced that”, “you remember the wars on 

Gaza”, etc., which may have given them more confidence to talk openly and express 

themselves freely and also gave her the opportunity to ask deeper and more sensitive 

questions.  

As this study focuses on the importance of context, the following chapter gives in-depth 

review of the research contexts. It discusses the history of conflict, the demographic and 

socio-economic characteristics and entrepreneurship in the three conflict-affected 

countries of Afghanistan, Iraq and Palestine. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS: CONTEXTUAL REVIEW OF AFGHANISTAN, 

IRAQ AND PALESTINE 

 

5.1 Introduction 

The three conflict-affected countries of Afghanistan, Iraq and Palestine have experienced 

severe political conflict over many successive years, and have a history of political 

instability. Subsequent wars, civil wars, aid dependency and weak institutions have been 

central determinants of lives and livelihoods in those countries. In Afghanistan and Iraq, 

political and military conflicts have led to massive disruption of livelihoods, education, 

and networks of social support. The Palestinian experience is particularly interesting, 

given the intensity and duration of occupation, and the unique economic, cultural, and 

political conditions. 

For decades, trillions of dollars in foreign aid to those countries has failed to eradicate 

poverty and foster sustainable development (Hubbard & Duggan, 2009; Tartir, 2011). 

The populations are predominantly Muslim, and the women are bound by conservative 

cultural and religious norms and practices, which could limit their role in economic, 

political and social lives (Ahmed-Ghosh, 2003; Sultan, 2016). The business environment 

features challenges that are common to a developing country but also challenges unique 

to a conflict zone.  

Table 5.1 presents a brief description of the statistical characteristics for the three 

countries. 
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Table 5.1: Statistical Characteristic for Afghanistan, Iraq and Palestine 

Indicators  Afghanistan Iraq Palestine 

Demography 

Population, 2018 31 million 38 million 4.91 million  

Household size, 2015 8 persons 6.2 persons 5.2 persons  

Women’s percentage 49% 49.5% 49.2% 

Children’s percentage, below 15y 41.03%  40% 39.1%  

Population growth rate 2.34%  3% 2.8%  

Education 

Literacy Rates 
43%, 2018 

M 55% F 30% 

86%, 2017 

M 91% F 80% 

97.4%, 2019 

M 98% F 95% 

Youth literacy Rates, (14-25y, 

2014 
M 62% F 32% M 83% F 81% M 99% F 99% 

Attendance ratio in primary 

schools, 2014 
M 62% F 46% M 93% F 87% M 99% F 99% 

Attendance ratio in secondary 

schools, 2014 
M 47% F 27%  M 53% F 45% M 85% F 94% 

Economic 

GDP per capita  US$ 594.3 US$ 4,943.8 US$ 2,866.8 

ODA inflow in millions  US$ 4,823.29  US$ 1369.83 US$ 2,486.51 

Net ODA received/capita, 2014 US$ 152.5 US$ 39  US$ 579 

Poverty Rate 54.5%, 2016 18.9%, 2018 29.2%, 2017 

Multidimensional Poverty Index 0.272, 2016 0.033, 2018 0.004, 2014 

Multidimensional Poverty 55.9%, 2016 8.6%, 2018 1.1%, 2014 

Unemployment Rate 40%, 2015 12.7%, 2014 30.8%, 2019  

Child labour, 2015 
29%  

M 34% F 24% 

5%  

M 5%  F 4% 

6%  

M 7%  F 4% 

Women seats in national 

parliaments  
28% 25% 13% 

Health 

Life expectancy 51.3 years 74.9 years  73.7 years 

Total fertility rate 4.7 births, 2015 4.5 births, 2015  4.1 births, 2013 

Crude birth rate (per 1,000 of 

population) 
38.3 births  30.9 births  30.9 births 

Crude death rate (per 1,000 of 

population) 
13.7 deaths  3.8 deaths  3.7 deaths 

Sources: CIA, 2016a, b; CSO, 2019; PCBS, 2016a, b, 2018, 2019; OPHI, 2016a, b, c; 

UNHCR, 2016a; UNICEF, 2016; World Bank, 2016c, d 
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5.2 The Context of Afghanistan 

5.2.1 History of Conflict 

Afghanistan is a landlocked and mountainous country. Since the late 1970s, conflict in 

Afghanistan has been chronic, changing only in intensity from time to time. After a series 

of subsequent civil wars, the Taliban movement, which emerged in 1994, took control of 

Kabul in 1996 and ruled Afghanistan until 2001 (Barfield, 2012). Following the US 

invasion in October 2001, the Taliban regime ended and an ongoing, unprecedented 

international engagement to secure and rebuild the war-torn country began (Katzman, 

2016). However, the insurgency has been in constant clashes with both international 

military troops as well as with the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF). The political 

transition process under which the government of Afghanistan got full responsibility for 

its own security and development was completed in 2014. Withdrawal of international 

forces, which was a core element of this process, has negatively impacted economic 

growth. In such a situation, the growth of the private sector alongside other structural 

reform goals was important (World Bank, 2014). 

Prior to 2001, much of Afghanistan's infrastructure and state institutions had been 

destroyed by intent or the neglect of the warring factions in the preceding three or so 

decades of conflict (Ashley, 2009). The collapse of the Taliban government, followed by 

a shift in Afghanistan’s political and economic situation, paved the way for the aspiring 

nation to achieve many desired social, political, and economic changes. In the last 15 

years, the economy of Afghanistan has improved mainly as a result of international 

assistance, which has resulted in the revival of the agricultural sector, and the emergence 

of, and progress in the service sector (CIA, 2015). Afghanistan also has made progress in 

building critical infrastructure, such as road and telecommunication networks, and in 

providing basic services such as health care and education (Katzman, 2016). GDP growth 

rates have increased from 3.2% in 2002 (World Bank, 2005) to around 11% in 2011 (IMF, 
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2012). From a historical perspective, this is also a real achievement, since Afghanistan’s 

domestic revenue as a percentage of GDP has traditionally been quite low, reflecting a 

weak state, never rising above 7% since 1929 (Riphenburg, 2006). Afghanistan has been 

receiving billions of dollars in various forms of aid since 2001 and specifically from the 

US, much of it with the ambition of promoting private sector growth (Lutz & Desai, 

2015). However, funding has mainly gone to the Afghan military and to budgetary 

support of government operations; between 2001-2010, over fifty percent of all foreign 

assistance has been allocated to security in an effort to strengthen the Afghan National 

Army (ANA) and Police Force (Kapstein & Kathuria, 2012).  

5.2.2 Demographic and Socio-Economic Characteristics 

The population was estimated at 31 million in 2018 comprising numerous ethnic groups 

(CSO, 2019). Kabul is the historic metropolitan city and capital of the country. Other 

main cities are Herat, Jalalabad, Kandahar and Mazar-e Sharif. The Afghans are 99% 

Muslims and many of them are refugees. The average Afghan household has eight 

members and nearly half of the household population is under age 15 (CSO, MoPH & 

ICF, 2017). Afghanistan has one of the highest maternal and neonatal mortality rates in 

the world, and approximately 4.5 million Afghans have limited or no access to basic 

health care services (UNFPA, 2017). In Afghanistan, 72% of households have electricity 

and households in urban areas are more likely to have access to an improved water source 

than households in rural areas (86% versus 58%) (CSO, MoPH & ICF, 2017). 

Furthermore, Afghanistan has one of the lowest literacy rates in the world, estimated at 

about 38% of the adult population (over 15 years of age) in 2015. The rates for males and 

females were 52% and 24.2% respectively, and younger women and men are more likely 

to be literate than older women and men (CIA, 2016). This high variation between male 

and female literacy rate is due to a combination of factors such as a cultural norm of 
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women not attending school and spending time managing the household, security 

problems in travelling to classes, and sometimes families not allowing women to attend 

classes. The disparity in urban and rural areas in the adult education rate is due to several 

factors as well, including security problems, lack of schools in remote areas, long walking 

distances to schools, and low demand for literacy, in particular for women literacy, due 

to cultural barriers (UNESCO, 2014). 

In 2008 and 2012, 36% of the population in Afghanistan was poor (World Bank, 2015) 

and the rate had increased to 39% in 2014 (CSO, 2016) despite a massive increase in 

international spending on military and civilian assistance, and overall strong economic 

growth and labour market performance. The unemployment rate has increased from 25% 

in 2014 to around 40% in 2015, and 80 percent of employment is vulnerable and insecure; 

and young Afghans (age 15–24) have a high unemployment rate of 31% (World Bank, 

2019). The economic growth of the country has been greatly challenged by the weak 

governance, insecurity, corruption, and lack of infrastructure (CIA, 2015).  

Afghanistan is a largely male-dominated society, with significant women’s rights 

violations taking place. Between 1996 and 2001, the Taliban implemented the strictest 

form of Islamic law, banning women from education, limiting their access to health care, 

and requiring women to remain at home (Rostami-Povey, 2007; Skaine, 2008). After the 

fall of the Taliban in 2001, social and economic changes took place in Afghan society 

and major transformations in the social fabric of the country, including new gender roles, 

further modelled by the influence of foreign aid (Boros, 2008). Afghan women’s access 

to economic and social opportunities has improved, though discrimination against women 

continues and the public sphere is still considered to be men’s space. Specifically, in rural 

Afghanistan, women are generally barred from activities outside the household (Beath, et 
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al., 2013). Though women in such areas could look after livestock and tend to small plots 

of land, few of them own such assets (Grace, 2005). 

Women have made great achievements since 2001. The creation of political space for 

women represents a considerable milestone in the struggle for equal opportunities in 

Afghanistan (Wordsworth, 2007). Afghanistan’s women have a share in political 

activities with political participation. The 2004 Afghan Constitution introduced a quota 

system to ensure a minimum level of female representation in parliament, so 27% of seats 

in parliament are reserved for women (Lough et al., 2012). From civil society and 

international groups, the main criticism against female politicians has been that their 

increased participation in politics has not translated into sufficient gains for women as a 

gender group (Sharan & Wimpelmann, 2014). Gender equity is part of Afghanistan’s 

national development strategy, and legislation has been passed which promotes the 

inclusion of women in all sectors of society. Despite that, compliance is rarely enforced, 

leaving women disenfranchised across professional, economic, and political sectors. 

Compounded by Afghanistan’s patriarchal societal structure and continuous war for the 

past decades, the social and economic position of Afghan women has not been a national 

priority (Myatt, 2015). Afghan women have made remarkable progress over the past 

years. However, the challenges that they still face are considerable (Beath et al., 2013), 

with no notable change on norms towards the role of women in the broader society 

(Echavez & Zand, 2012).  

5.2.3 Entrepreneurship in Afghanistan  

Afghanistan’s government has relied upon foreign aid for 100 percent of its development 

budget, making it one of the most highly dependent nations in the world (Kapstein & 

Kathuria, 2012). More than 30 years of war, tension, and insurgent violence have left a 

heavy toll on Afghanistan's institutions and its way of life. Numerous legitimate 
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institutions of the political economy have been completely overrun or rendered impotent 

by ongoing conflict. The institutional void thus created has been filled with a number of 

structures that have in many cases encouraged and nurtured parasitic, unproductive, or 

destructive activity among a vast number of the country’s stock of entrepreneurs. 

However, some productive entrepreneurial activity also takes place despite these 

problems, warranting closer examination to inform interventions aimed at harnessing 

entrepreneurial energy for reconstruction efforts.  

Entrepreneurship in Afghanistan is most often pursued in an effort to cope with poverty, 

unemployment and insecurity instead of a desire to create wealth (Ciarli et al., 2010). 

Afghanistan is an extremely challenging context within which to operate a business. The 

lack of security is such that it is difficult to travel, and there exists a constant fear of 

corruption and an attack from the Taliban, insurgents, or even allied forces there to fight 

these groups (Radin, 2012). In national surveys (Figure 5.1), corruption, crime, theft, 

infrastructural deficiencies, and lack of security are the greatest areas of concern for the 

Afghan business community (CIPE, 2010; World Bank, 2008, 2015d). These issues, that 

present challenges for existing businesses, may also have a negative influence on the 

willingness of individuals to start a new business. At the same time, however, new 

businesses constantly emerge, and people are willing to risk their assets and even their 

lives in pursuit of a business opportunity that provides independence and income for their 

families (Cusack & Malmstrom, 2010, 2011).  
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Figure 5.1: Business Environment Constraints in Afghanistan, 2008 

 

             Source: Iyer, L. and Santos, I. (2012: 17)  

More than 90% of Afghan businesses are informal and Ward et al. (2008) described the 

Afghan economy as an ‘informal equilibrium not conducive to growth’ where informal 

sector enterprises are too small, disparate and not organised to meet the needs of the 

market. Legitimate economic activity is largely agriculture-based, with some imitation-

based industrial activity, minerals extraction, and a tradition of craft-making such as 

woodcarving, iron mongering, and carpet weaving. Illicit economic activity includes 

opium production and minerals extraction, with corruption and extortion (as sources of 

income) present at many different levels (Ciarli et al., 2009). For men entrepreneurs, the 

task of running an enterprise is easier as they are freer in their movement, are legitimate 

business operators in the Afghan public consciousness, and are better equipped than 

women with social and human capital (Boros, 2008).   

Taliban policies were designed to both masculinise men and to re-feminise women 

(Kimmel, 2003). Women made their re-entry into economic and public spheres after 2001 

(Ahmad-Ghosh, 2013) although women-owned businesses account for 5 per cent of all 

the licensed businesses in Afghanistan, ranging from micro to small and medium sized 

businesses (Wafeq et al., 2019). During the Taliban period, Afghan women entrepreneurs 
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did exist, mostly had home-based enterprises, but were not visible in the public sphere in 

the way they are today (Boros, 2008). The Women’s Association of Afghanistan funded 

and managed secret sewing, knitting, and handicraft courses for women (Povey, 2003). 

The women contributed to the family income through carpet and fabric weaving and other 

socially acceptable revenue-generating occupations. Rural women worked in food 

processing, gardening, care of small domestic animals, and crafts which were traditionally 

women dominated (Dupree, 1992). However, Afghan women were not allowed to deal 

with male business partners, and the role of family male members was to legitimise the 

women’s economic activities vis-à-vis Afghan society through interfacing with the 

outside world for women entrepreneurs. This practice is still predominant, depending on 

prevailing cultural norms which vary throughout Afghanistan, and young single women 

tend to be more restricted than widows or elder women (Boros, 2008). Trade among 

women was and still is carried out through house-to-house sales (petty trade) of 

cosmetics, houseware, and foodstuff. After 2001, the emergence of women-owned 

enterprises in Afghanistan across all sectors including food, retail stores, and bakeries is 

an outcome of the increasing investment made in women-owned businesses and the fact 

that many Afghan women needed to provide for their families after the war (Lemmon, 

2011). Afghan women pushed forward, propelled by entrepreneurial grit and the desire 

to support their families. Alongside the pitfalls facing all business owners, Afghan women 

face societal constraints and growing insecurity. The range of activities that women can 

undertake for cultural reasons are still very constrained, mainly handicrafts, embroidery, 

jewellery, and traditional clothing (Tzemach, 2008). However, more women have 

investment in restaurants, information and technology services, and travel agencies 

(Waferq et al., 2019). 
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5.3 The Context of Iraq 

5.3.1 History of Conflict 

By 1980, Iraq had the second largest economy in the Arab world after Saudi Arabia and 

had developed a planned economy that was characterised by heavy dependence on oil 

exports where Iraq’s oil production rose from 1.5 million barrels per day (bpd) in 1970 to 

3.5 million bpd in 1979 (Foote et al., 2004). Therefore, the majority of the Iraqi population 

had high living standards and the middle class had expanded, mainly because of the 

increase of the high oil price and the efforts that the government had made for rapid 

development in the 1970s and early 1980s (Barakat, 2007). However, the UN embargo 

started in 1990, following Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait “the Gulf War”. Economic 

development and oil production both declined after the start of the Gulf War, when the 

annual revenue shortfall from lost oil production was about US$12.5 billion per year 

between 1991 and 2002 (Nordhaus, 2002). The economy at the end of the Gulf War was 

characterised by huge foreign debt, chronic hyper-inflation, currency depreciation, 

outmoded production and technology, a move away from agriculture, a high rate of 

unemployment, and seriously deteriorated infrastructure (Dinç, 2012). The UN formed 

the Oil-for-Food (OFF) programme in April 1995 which authorised nations to allow the 

importation of petroleum from Iraq worth US$ 1 billion every 90 days (Gorrill, 2007). 

During the time of sanctions, about 60% of the population was dependent on the monthly 

food rations given out by the government and paid for by the Oil-for-Food programme. 

Higher education had virtually collapsed and degrees became worthless in the context of 

widespread corruption and an uninterrupted exodus of university professors in the 1990s 

(Al-Ali, 2007).  

The Iraq war began in 2003 with the invasion of Iraq by the alliance led by the US which 

ended the regime of Saddam Hussein (Bassil, 2012). Following that, the Oil-for-Food 
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programme stopped, sanctions were lifted, and civil administrators were appointed by the 

United States. However, sanctions and war have led to massive impoverishment and 

insecurity, and Iraq has significant infrastructure reconstruction and rehabilitation needs; 

and poorly performing regulatory policies, institutions and processes (Rimmer, 2013). 

Following the withdrawal of US troops in 2011, the insurgency continued and Iraq 

suffered from political instability and violence (Cordesman & Khazai, 2014). Iraq ranked 

168 out of 180 countries in terms of the Corruption Perception Index in 2018 

(Transparency International, 2018). According to Agator (2013: 1), “massive 

embezzlement, procurement scams, money laundering, oil smuggling and widespread 

bureaucratic bribery have led the country to the bottom of international corruption 

rankings, fuelled political violence and hampered effective state building and service 

delivery”.  

5.3.2 Demographic and Socio-Economic Characteristics  

Iraq has been a middle-income country. In 2018, the population of Iraq was estimated to 

be 38 million people, half of them were women and children (CSO, 2019). Iraqi society 

is not a homogeneous group; among the numerous differentiating factors are place of 

residence (urban versus rural), ethnic (Arab or Kurd) and religious (Shi’a, Sunni, 

Christian) backgrounds, and, perhaps most important, social classes (Al-Ali, 2007).  

The education system was considered the best in the Middle East region. However, social 

and economic indicators have deteriorated over the past three decades, hampered by 

economic sanctions and a series of wars, with severe consequences for children’s access 

to education and the quality of their performance. The Iraq Knowledge Survey of 2008 

reported that 22 percent of the adult population had never attended school; only 9 percent 

had completed secondary education; and 39 percent of the rural population were unable 

to read or write (UNICEF, 2017). However, education indicators for primary school 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Withdrawal_of_U.S._troops_from_Iraq
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children portrayed some positive trends, 93% and 87% of the male and female children 

respectively were enrolled in primary schools over the period 2010-2014. However, 

indicators are not promising for secondary schools enrolment; only half of the children of 

secondary school age (12-17) were attending secondary school while 38% of children 

were out of school (UNICEF, 2016).  

Iraq is a typical case of an oil-based economy, with more than 38 percent of GDP 

generated by the mining sector (mainly oil). Together with the public service sector, 

which is financed primarily by oil revenues, the mining sector accounts for most of Iraq’s 

GDP (60.9 percent), leaving agriculture with less than 10 percent of GDP (Debowicz, 

2013). The high reliance on oil makes the Iraqi economy vulnerable to oil price shocks. 

While accounting for 65% of Iraq’s GDP, the oil sector currently employs only 1% of the 

total labour force (United Nations Iraq, 2018). Therefore, the oil sector provides few jobs 

relative to its size, and it is largely dominated by men. Iraqis remain highly dependent on 

the public sector, which provided around 40 percent of employment in 2011 (United 

Nations Iraq, 2018). However, Iraqi women have a strong presence in public sector 

employment, where they hold around half of all positions (Bandiera et al., 2019). Despite 

that, Iraq has one of the world’s lowest labour participation rates for women (Al-Haboby 

et al., 2016). Only 15 percent of women participate in the labour market, compared to 70 

percent labour market participation for men in 2015 (World Bank, 2016f). 

Youth constitute nearly half the population in Iraq, yet their labour force participation is 

low and stagnant. In 2016, 32 percent of young Iraqi men (65% women and 32% men) 

and 65 percent of young women were out of the labour force (World Bank, 2016g). By 

2030, Iraq’s adult population will increase from 20 to 32 million, and the number of Iraqis 

in need of new jobs is projected to range between five and seven million (Bandiera et al., 

2019). As of 2017, women held 25.3 percent of seats in parliament, while in 2000 
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women’s representation in parliament was barely 7.6 percent (Vilardo & Bittar, 2018). 

However, this presence has not necessarily resulted in the inclusion of women’s issues in 

the overall political agenda. Women Iraqi MPs have generally involved themselves in 

issues typical of women’s sphere of influence such as child-rearing, they are often lacking 

the political power or clout to influence other MPs, and are rarely vocal (UNDP Iraq, 

2012). Women and gender relations have been particularly hard-hit by economic 

sanctions (1990-2003), as well as by the war in 2003 and its ongoing violent aftermath 

(Al-Ali, 2007). 

5.3.3 Entrepreneurship in Iraq 

The militarisation of Iraqi society under Saddam Hussein has resulted in a declining share 

of GDP available for private sector consumption (Davis et al., 2006). Moreover, the wars, 

sanctions, corruption, and insurgency have taken a heavy toll on formal activities and 

dampened the country's job creation potential. Because the sanctions regime of the 1990s 

placed severe constraints on government revenues, the private sector had been expanding 

relative to the public sector throughout the period before the 2003 war but the private 

sector engaged mainly in the black market economy (Al-Ali, 2007; Looney, 2005). As a 

result of the public sector’s sheer size, in addition to the prestige, job security, and other 

factors associated with a government job, Iraqis seek government jobs and sometimes 

avoid other sources of employment and this diminishes the labour supply available to the 

private sector (UNDP Iraq, 2012). With the rapid economic expansion in 1974, a 

government decree stipulated that all university men and women graduates would be 

automatically employed in certain professions such as education and health care (Al-Ali, 

2007). Therefore, Iraq’s private sector was and is still weak and underdeveloped due to 

years of financial and regulatory neglect, a lack of transparency, an uncertain security 

situation, the lack of a supportive legal framework and social legitimacy, and limited 

foreign direct investment in industries other than oil.  
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Prior to the 2003 war, many were engaged in trading or subsistence agriculture or some 

other form of self-employment (Looney, 2006). The informal economy has expanded 

considerably since Saddam Hussein's overthrow. The constraints limiting expansion of 

formal economic activity, the bureaucratic discretion and associated corruption, the 

insurgency and poor security environment and its detrimental impact on investment, 

electricity, and transport are factors which contributed to the growth of the informal 

economy. The insurgencies have led to a shift in employment away from more 

productive/higher earnings jobs in manufacturing and construction to less 

productive/lower earnings and possibly more informal jobs in agriculture and services. 

The displacement of Iraqis, in addition to the influx of Syrian refugees, has further 

disrupted local economic conditions (World Bank, 2016g).  

The laws and regulations relating to the private sector, investment and the business 

environment are often unclear and non-transparent, and often conflict or contradict each 

other, giving officials’ wide discretion to interpret and apply different laws to identical or 

similar regulatory transaction or approvals (World Bank, 2016g). This increases the cost 

and risks of doing business in Iraq and also generates the scope for corruption. The World 

Bank’s Doing Business 2016 Report ranks Iraq 161 out of 189 economies in the ease of 

doing business (World Bank, 2016c). Iraq ranks 142nd for starting a business and 189 for 

resolving insolvency, the worst score in the world, because it is not possible to legally 

close a business. In Iraq, there are at least five procedures and it takes around 51 days to 

register a property (World Bank, 2016g). Rampant corruption and soaring costs due to 

electricity shortages and deteriorating security also complicate running a business in Iraq. 

Access to finance and reliable infrastructure and corruption remain constraints for 

entrepreneurs. The opportunities in the informal sector to grow are reduced through the 

inability to access formal financial services, bid for government work, or enter formal 

contractual arrangements with other firms (World Bank, 2016g). Distribution networks 
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are poor, particularly between cities. Although security conditions have improved enough 

to reduce the danger of moving products, the lack of effective transportation channels still 

creates inefficiencies (Desai, 2009). The lack of reliable electricity also reduces the ability 

of Iraqi entrepreneurs to compete.  

In Iraq, only 6.8 percent of firms had female ownership in 2011, compared to 22.9 percent 

in the MENA region and the global rate of 34.7 percent (World Bank, 2017). Despite the 

fact that the legal position of women in Iraq is relatively strong vis-a-vis other countries 

in the region, the role of Iraqi women has been substantially affected by other non-legal 

factors (Rimmer, 2013). Finance, unemployment, social norms, insecurity, and the need 

for training and capacity building are still significant barriers for women who are 

interested in starting a business despite the efforts by international organisations to 

provide economic empowerment as part of their interventions (Vilardo & Bittar, 2018).  

5.4 The Context of Palestine 

5.4.1 History of Conflict  

Palestinians have lived under occupation since 1948 when Israel declared its 

establishment as an independent Jewish state in 78% of Palestinian land (Sa'di & Abu-

Lughod, 2007). The whole Palestinian territories came under Israeli occupation after 

Israel took control of the West Bank (WB) and Gaza Strip (GS) in the 1967 war (Barber, 

2008). Israeli practices have included the extensive use of collective punishment such as 

curfews, house demolitions, land confiscation and closure. Israel has relied on 

imprisonment as one of its key strategies to control WBGS, where more than 40% of 

Palestinian men have been imprisoned at least once (Beinin & Hajjar, 2014). The formal 

conflict was brought to a “temporary” end by the Oslo Declaration of Principles in 1993 

(Barber, 2008). After the Oslo Accords, the Palestinian Authority (PA) was formed and 

Israel withdrew from parts of the WB and GS, which came under the leadership of a 
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Palestinian government (Farsakh, 2002). Accordingly, international aid flow to the PA 

began to pouring from many counties, which has mainly come in the form of grants since 

the PA had a very limited capacity to repay loans (Barber, 2008). The U.S. government 

is the leading provider of bilateral aid to Palestine followed by the European Union, 

Canada, Japan and the Arab World (Almasri, 2013). However, since 1996 Israel has 

separated GS from the WB, where separation is the rule and access is the rare exception 

under certain humanitarian conditions (Bashi & Diamond, 2015). Later, economic 

indicators began to show stability due to the relative political stability in the region and 

Israel also allowed an increasing number of workers to work in Israel in 1998, 1999 and 

2000. In addition, the PA's strategy was to create jobs in their new institutions to absorb 

part of the workforce in providing public services and reducing unemployment.  

However, the political situation flipped upside down once again after the second Intifada 

erupted in September 2000. Israel prevented Palestinian workers from reaching their work 

places in Israel (Hasan, 2005). Movement in the WB is subject to many checkpoints and 

Palestinians are often required to obtain permits for movement within the WB itself which 

limits the freedom of Palestinians to move home, obtain work, and invest in businesses 

or construction (Bashi & Diamond, 2015). In 2005, Israel withdrew from GS, and after 

the Islamic political party ‘Hamas’ won the parliamentary elections in 2006, Israel 

implemented a blockade on Gaza and tightened its restrictions on  the movement of 

people and goods. Therefore, Gaza became not only separated from the WB but also in a 

complete isolation from the world (Shihab, 2013). Gaza also has suffered three 

consecutive wars in 2008, 2012 and 2014 which caused significant damage to the 

infrastructure and the death of thousands of people. Palestinians in Gaza have been left 

to sink deeper into poverty, where 80% of them are dependent on humanitarian aid 

(Human Rights Watch, 2019: 305).  

http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/07/israel-border-entry-denied-arab-americans-jordan.html
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Hamas election’s victory resulted in the donor community boycotting Gaza (Costy, 

2008), where all NGOs that receive U.S. funding are required to sign anti-terrorism 

certification. USAID personnel also are required to vet all grantees to ensure that U.S. 

assistance does not benefit those who have committed “terrorist acts” (Morro, 2007). UN 

agencies and international NGOs were restricted from making official contacts with 

Hamas government ministers and prevented from funding any Hamas-run or affiliated 

institutions, including many local NGOs. This limited the government’s autonomy, 

leading to long-term instability and neglect of larger community needs. In 2007, Hamas 

took over GS and this split the PA into two governing structures: the internationally 

recognised and supported Fateh-led PA in the WB, and the boycotted de-facto Hamas-

run PA in GS. The split created an adversarial environment between the two authorities, 

each acting to undercut the other’s governance.   

5.4.2 Demographic and Socio-Economic Characteristics 

The Palestinian population in Palestine in 2018 was 4.91 million, 2.95 million in the WB 

and 1.96 million in GS, and youth comprises more than one third of Palestinian Society 

(39%) (PCBS, 2019). Access to healthcare services can prove extremely problematic in 

the WB due to the presence of checkpoints and closures. The impact of the long-term 

blockade on Gaza also affects negatively on health facilities and obtaining equipment 

(Müller & Barhoum, 2015). Under occupation, with lack of natural resources, the 

Palestinians’ only asset is human capital (Tarazi, 2014). The female literacy rate was 

95.2% compared to 98.6% for male literacy in 2019 (PCBS, 2019). In addition, PCBS 

(2019) data reveals that 37% of individuals (15 years and over) had completed only 

preparatory education (years 12-15), whereas 12.2% and 21.5% completed primary and 

secondary education respectively. This is due to the fact that a large proportion of 

Palestinians dropped out of school during 1980s to join the Israeli labour market, which 

was more profitable, and resulted in low educational levels in Palestine during that period. 
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While women’s educational achievements remained on a par with those of men, this has 

not translated into greater economic opportunities. Despite the rise in women’s share of 

the labour force, it has remained low at 20.7% of the total female population of working 

age in 2018, compared to 10.3% in 2001 and to men’s participation rate (71.5%). The 

unemployment rate among women is still higher with 51.2% in 2018, compared to 25% 

for men (PCBS, 2019).  

The first time it was possible to discuss a pseudo‐autonomous Palestinian economy was 

after the Oslo Accords in 1993, which replaced full Israeli authority over the two 

geographically separate regions (WBGS) with the PA. However, they were far from 

having space to grow, develop and move freely. In the period up to 2000, the PA’s fiscal 

position gradually improved and donors were able to provide more resources for 

infrastructure development, supporting government salaries and building institutions. 

While during the Oslo Process in the 1990s the lion's share of aid was development aid 

(a ratio of 7:1), during the Second Intifada “the uprising” in 2000, this was mainly 

humanitarian aid (a ratio of 5:1) (Le More, 2004). Israeli retaliation measures caused a 

decline in living standards as well as destroying the infrastructure (ESCWA, 2007). 

Palestine accumulated the second-highest aid dependency in the world between 2002 and 

2014 (Marktanner & Merkel 2019). International aid disbursements to Palestinians are 

therefore high and one calculation put the total aid given at around US$24.6 billion 

between 1993 and 2012. Per capita aid for the same period averaged around $530 per 

year, ranging from a low of US$306 in 2005 up to US$ 761 in 2009 and to US$498 in 

2012 (OECD, 2014).  

Following the 1948 Nakba, the United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine 

Refugees in the Near East (UNRWA) was established in 1949 to support the direct relief 

and works programmes for around 750,000 Palestine refugees. Today, UNRWA provides 
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education, health care, and social services to some 5 million Palestine refugees in the 

WBGS, Jordan, Lebanon and Syria (UNRWA, 2018). Since the abrupt end to funding by 

the U.S, which has been the largest bilateral donor, UNRWA faced the most severe 

financial challenge in its history. This has threatened its provision to general education, 

essential primary health care and food assistance for Palestine refugees (UN, 2019).  

In 2017, around 29.2% of Palestinian population suffered from poverty (13.9% in the WB 

and 53% in GS) (PCBS, 2019). Individuals in households who depended on agriculture 

as the main source of income suffered higher poverty (34.1%). The situation of 

households who depended on the private sector is worse than the public sector due to 

several factors, particularly Israeli policies of land confiscation and limited control over 

water resources and market exports (CEPR, 2012). The World Bank (2011c: 9) mentions 

that the poverty context in Palestine is somewhat unique in that it “is not correlated with 

poor human development outcomes; WBGS is in fact stellar performers on many 

dimensions of human development”. Life expectancy, literacy rates and childhood health 

indicators are much higher than in countries with similar per capita incomes.  

Virtually all land borders are under Israeli control, all Palestinian exports and imports 

must pass through Israeli control, and Israel collects indirect taxes on behalf of the PA on 

commodities imported and exported by Palestinian businesses where the Oslo Accords 

stipulate that Israel should regularly transfer these revenues to the PA (Shoukair, 2013). 

The PA's income depends mainly on indirect taxes, external funding and local revenues. 

However, taxes have been repeatedly withheld by Israel and this has caused severe budget 

deficits. For example, delays in salary payments which creates an economic recession that 

influences Palestinian markets and increases vulnerability to poverty. Overall, because 

the PA has no control over 80% of its income, it continues to be easily affected by those 

providing donations or collecting its taxes (Najib, 2011). Furthermore, the PA has no 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_services
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independent currency and the Israeli Central Bank determines all monetary policy, 

regardless the economic situation in Palestine (Qabaja, et al., 2007). Also, Israeli 

Occupation has succeeded in turning the WBGS into dependent economy and a reservoir 

of cheap labour, where Israeli products have free access to Palestinian markets, while 

Palestinian exports to Israel are subject to a wide range of restrictions (World Bank, 

2016h). As a result, the Palestinian economy has experienced a major structural 

deformation and has turned into a weak economy (United Nations, 2012). 

After the second Intifada in 2000, the Palestinian labour market was negatively affected 

and the unemployment rate increased dramatically, from 11.8% in 1999 to 40% by the 

end of 2000 (World Bank, 2000). On the eve of the second Intifada, 146,000 people or 

23% of employed Palestinians worked in the Israeli labour market. However, the permit 

system was tightened up and only 8% of Palestinian workers were still working in Israel 

and the settlements in 2004, leading to severe unemployment and loss of income, 

especially in the absence of a viable Palestinian private sector as an alternative means of 

employment (Flaig et al., 2011). In Gaza, 15.7% of workers were employed in Israel in 

1999; thereafter and recently, no one is allowed to work in Israel (PCBS, 2016a). In 

addition, thousands of Palestinians employed in the local market became unemployed due 

to the closure of workshops and factories, which were affected by the closure policy or 

destroyed by Israel. The unemployment rate in the WBGS is a political problem rather 

than an economic one. Israel’s policy of closure and severe movement restrictions that is 

imposed and lifted haphazardly is creating a unique pattern in the unemployment rate 

which enhances the dis-incentive to join the labour market (Saleh, 2004).    

Moreover, the Separation Wall built in 2002 has impacted negatively on the ability of 

Palestinians to access and make use of their land and water sources that lie inside the Wall 

unless they have an Israeli permit within specific hours during the day (MAS, 2012; 
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Musleh, 2013). A total population of 266,442 Palestinians have been isolated in enclaves 

from the rest of the WB or from their agricultural lands, where agriculture is the main 

income source. Nearly one fifth of West Bank agricultural land is inaccessible (ANERA, 

2011), and this has led to a depressed economic situation, and it has also necessitated a 

growing number of women participating in the workforce outside the home (Darychuk & 

Jackson, 2015). Furthermore, Palestinians suffer from a lack of water provided to their 

communities for both domestic and irrigation purposes. Israel uses most of the 

underground water resources situated under the WB for their population in Israel, as well 

as for the Jewish settlers in Palestine (Musleh, 2013). Average Palestinians in the WBGS 

consume 70 litres of water per day and only 20 litres per day in rural areas compared to 

the average Israeli per capita consumption of about 300 litres per day (ANERA, 2011). 

Therefore, international organisations repeatedly implement the distribution of water 

tankers, drilling cisterns and establish filling points which provide only temporary and 

insufficient solutions (Messerchmid, 2013), and which undermine Palestine's agricultural 

production capacities (Beltrán & Kallisb, 2018). Not only that, the Palestinian Ministry 

of Agriculture has never been able to protect farmers from an overflow of agribusiness 

products coming from Israel and filling local Palestinian markets, which causes 

significant economic loss for Palestinian farmers (Sansour & Tartir, 2014). 

A severe economic shock has hit Gaza since the blockade; it is particularly an impediment 

for job creation, where there have been tight restrictions including the prohibition of all 

exported goods and severe restrictions on imports of construction materials (IMF, 2014; 

Kock et al., 2012). UNCTAD (2015) report stated that military operations compounded 

already dire socio-economic conditions and accelerated de-development such that Gaza 

could become uninhabitable by 2020. Furthermore, Israel prevents the entry to or exit 

from Gaza via the sea, and fishermen are allowed to access less than one third of fishing 

areas allocated to them under the Oslo Accords: six out of 20 nautical miles. The fishing 
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industry is severely impacted; the area near the coast is markedly over-fished. Many 

fishermen have been killed and injured when Israeli naval forces opened fire to enforce 

access restrictions (OCHA, 2013; PCHR, 2009). Overall, the Palestinian economy 

continues to deteriorate; the share of manufacturing shrank from 20 to 11 per cent of GDP 

between 1994 and 2018, while the share of agriculture and fishing declined from over 12 

per cent to less than 3 per cent (UNCTAD, 2019). 

5.4.3 Entrepreneurship in Palestine 

Despite several development attempts, today’s Palestinian economy is best described as 

malformed. This small economy has been forced to grow dependent upon Israeli demand 

for goods and labour, international aid and remittances of Palestinian workers abroad 

(Sarsour et al., 2011). The service sector accounts for two thirds of GDP, while the 

agriculture sector's share has declined from 72% in 1994 to around 3% of GDP in 2016. 

The industrial sector accounted for 22.3% of GDP in 1994 and 11% in 2016 (PCBS, 

2016c) which limits job opportunities and increases unemployment. The Palestinian 

labour market is characterised by a very young population with a high rate of 

unemployment.  

Micro, small and medium sized enterprises constitute 96% of the Palestinian private 

sector, and are predominantly of a familial nature (Sadeq et al., 2011). The year 2009 

marked the launching of the first GEM Palestine Country Report. The characteristics of 

the Palestinian economy under occupation have included a dearth of investment, weak 

job creation in the private sector, mainly by small enterprises and entrepreneurship 

activities, and limited opportunities for skilled workers. Although the limited autonomy 

yielded to the PA since 1994 has revived some sectors of the economy, restrictions on 

trade and the mobility of goods, services, labour, technology and capital continue to 

http://www.pchrgaza.org/facts/factsheet-bufferzone.pdf
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hobble Palestinian entrepreneurship opportunities (Sayre & Al-Botmeh, 2009; Sabri, 

2008). 

In the GEM survey (2009), 88% of the adult population perceived that entrepreneurship 

is a good career choice, but fewer agreed that entrepreneurs have high status and only 

56% feel that they have the required knowledge and skills (IDRC, 2010). Enterprises face 

many obstacles to their development; they have been operating in a weak legal 

environment with inefficient financing opportunities, tight resources, a weak marketing 

ability and limited access to markets (Atyani & Alhaj-Ali, 2009). Women’s participation 

in the labour market and particularly as entrepreneurs has been an intriguing phenomenon, 

mainly due to its striking features. These include one of the lowest female labour force 

participation rates in the world, yet a highly fluctuating one (Al-Botmeh, 2013). The 

lowest female Total Early-Stage Entrepreneurial Activity (TEA) rates are in Palestine, 

where just over 3% of 18–64 year old women are involved in early-stage entrepreneurial 

activity. As the PCBS (2019) data reveals, the number of women entrepreneurs in 

Palestine in 2018 accounted for nearly 15.8% of women’s employment, compared to 

27.8% for men. Women in Palestine suffer from double marginalisation, being part of the 

Palestinian people who live under Israeli occupation, and also living in a traditional, male-

dominated society with cultural restraints which pose particular challenges for women 

seeking to get ahead (Abdulatti & Abu-Jayyab, 2009).  

However, political and economic changes, as well as changes in cultural views towards 

the role of women in Palestinian society seem to lead to social change. Despite the low 

engagement rates and the fluctuation in women’s involvement in the labour market, their 

participation rates rose over the past 20 years, compared to men. The Second Intifada has 

facilitated the fluidity of gender relations; the harshness of the crisis of men losing their 

sources of income in the Second Intifada, with no provision of benefits for their 
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unemployment, has changed the role of women as care givers only, concentrated in 

domestic non-productive activities (Malki et al., 2004). Due to the inability of the male 

members of the family to remain as breadwinners and decision makers, women have 

taken the role of primary providers of income. This change of gender roles during the 

Intifada increased the mobility of women. Women have had better opportunities to 

participate in economic life in order to challenge the threats against their families’ 

survival and security, particularly amongst women with young children (Muhanna, 2013). 

A study of Muhanna and Qleibo (2008) revealed that both men and women in Gaza did 

not easily accept this change. However, women have been more flexible in adjusting to 

the new context than men, who took a bit longer to respond to the rapid deterioration and 

the increasing uncertainty of the economic situation.  

5.5 Conclusion   

After reviewing the context of the three conflict-affected countries, it can be concluded 

that violent conflict affects, directly and indirectly, the lives and livelihoods of individuals 

and households. Despite conflict and serious constraints, people display various degrees 

of resilience by staying alive and carrying on their daily lives amidst contexts of violence 

that may last for generations. The limited evidence available so far also suggests that 

individuals demonstrate resilience in the face of political instability. The effectiveness of 

resilience factors adopted by individuals in areas of violent conflict are determined not 

only by their own characteristics, but also by institutional factors (legal, economic, social 

and political), and this shapes the availability of, and access of people to, markets and 

social and political opportunities. This is what the study seeks; i.e. exploring these factors 

that enable entrepreneurs to survive despite living under conflict, and how this varies 

between men and women entrepreneurs since research is still limited. The next chapter 

discuss the empirical findings emerged from the thematic and content analysis. 
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CHAPTER SIX: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

6.1 Introduction 

As discussed in Chapter 2, resilience simply represents successful adaptation in the face 

of adversity (Masten et al., 1999). Therefore, the resilient individual is the one who is 

able to thrive despite adverse circumstances (Bergström & Dekker, 2014). This process 

of adaptation is influenced by different factors which protect the individuals against the 

challenges they experience (Zautra et al., 2010). Studies of resilience in entrepreneurship, 

as argued in Chapter 2, have typically examined the psychological resilience of 

entrepreneurs, and ignored the context in which they run their businesses (i.e. Ayala & 

Manzano, 2014; Hayward et al., 2010). However, the fourth wave of resilience has 

focused on contextual and cultural factors, hence, the interaction between entrepreneurs 

and their environment in conflict zones has influenced and shaped the resilience of the 

participants so they were able to maintain their businesses (Ungar, 2013; Kent, 2012). 

Therefore, this chapter discusses the role of conflict in shaping entrepreneurship and the 

resilience of entrepreneurs.  

Protracted conflict changes local institutions, which are often exacerbated by state 

fragility and this severely impacts upon individuals and communities. The consequences 

of conflict situation on institutions, as the institutional    theory argues, will also influence 

the motivation and attitude of people living under conditions of protracted crisis (Bellows 

& Miguel, 2009). Despite the unique environment characterised by ongoing conflict in 

the research context, people do start and run businesses (Ciarli et al., 2015). This Chapter 

first addresses the first research objective, to explore the motivation of the women and 

men entrepreneurs to start businesses in their conflict contexts. Then, the chapter 

discusses the challenges they face, and identifies the factors which contribute to their 

resilience and the strategies they adopt to overcome challenges. In doing so, the chapter 

addresses the second, third and fourth research objectives.  
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6.2 Entrepreneurial Motivation for the Start-up 

This section presents and discusses the findings related to the motivation of the 

participants in starting their businesses in conflict zones. The qualitative thematic and 

content analysis revealed that the regulative, normative and cognitive have influenced the 

motivation of the participants to start the business. The main motivation based on the 

number of participants who mentioned them are shown in Figure 6.1 below:  

Figure 6.1: Motivation of the women and men participants for start-up 

 

The three main motivations to start a business for the men participants were independence 

(10/14), making impact (9/14), economic prosperity (8/14) and observing role models 

(8/14). On the other hand, the three main motivations for the women participants were 

that the women had a special interest in the business (11/16), economic prosperity (10/16) 

and lack of job opportunities (9/16). Hasan and Rana gave two examples of those three 

motivations. Appendix E sets out the motivation for the women and men participants. 

The following sections discuss those motivations and how they are different between men 

and women and across the three countries.   

I wanted to be an employer...I really wanted to make quick money because it 

takes you ages in a conflict country to become millionaire or to earn more…I 

wanted to do something in Afghanistan which is innovative and different. I have 
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had enough contacts that I can easily utilise…I really wanted to make a better 

life for my family, and help my siblings to live in a different environment from 

the way I lived in the past. (Hasan, Afghanistan)  

It became very difficult for me and my husband…it was difficult just to wait for 

a job…So I decided to start my own business from the old accessories…I got this 

idea because it was my hobby since I was unmarried and society was lacking 

these things; we haven’t had the Chinese accessories yet. (Rana, Palestine) 

 

6.2.1 Economic Prosperity 

The weak institutional capacity of the goverments in the three contexts have led to high 

rates of poverty and unemployment and in turn difficult economic situation for families. 

Hence, this was a main reason to start a business for both women and men participants, 

who wanted to contribute to the family income and improve their economic situation. 

Eighteen of the participants (10 women and 8 men) started their business out of necessity, 

notably in Afghanistan (5/9) and Palestine (9/13). However, the economic situation for 

half of the participants in Iraq was good enough for not having this motivation as a main 

one. The need to improve the economic situation was also linked to the lack of job 

opportunities for men (5/14) and women participants (8/16). This corresponds with 

previous literature which argued that entrepreneurship in such contexts can be mainly a 

coping strategy for both women and men (Ciarli et al., 2009). This also corresponds with 

previous studies which concluded that women in developing (Dzisi, 2009; Jamali, 2009; 

Marcucci, 2001; Tambunan, 2009) and conflict-affected countries (Holmén et al., 2011; 

Sultan, 2016) are pushed to become entrepreneurs to help their families.   

Although a few of the participants had jobs, with either government or NGOs, they started 

a business because this job could not secure a decent life for them and for their families. 

In such fragile institutional context, the participants complained about the low level of 

salaries, lack of social and job security and the considerable family responsibilities they 

have, such as being divorced woman or having children at university (Sayigh, 1978). This 

was reflected in the motivations of the Afghan men who started because they wanted to 
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“gain more money”, as stated literally by them, which they could not gain through formal 

employment. They considered that living in a conflict country makes it difficult to earn 

good money and enjoy job security, as Sameh explained his case: 

If I was born in the US and my father died, I didn't have to work. I was 19 years 

old and I didn't have to work and bring money for my family. There is social 

security…and they will support the family and children. So, that will definitely 

change my view, maybe I will work somewhere and never think of business 

because I had a job when my father died but they paid me $300 which is only 

enough for one person not for 7 people. So, that's what made me thinking of 

business and finding more ways to earn money. (Sameh, Afghanistan) 

 

Hence, this motivation of improving the economic situation forced the participants to take 

the risk and start a business. It also gave them the patience to endure difficulties and 

persevere in order to maintain their business: “I had only one option when I started my 

business which is success; the financial pressure and our need for money were the main 

reasons to persist and continue” (Rana, Palestine). For some of the women participants, 

this motivational factor has also increased their family support which enabled them to 

start and run the business: “I left my kids with my mother whom without her support I 

couldn’t be able to move my business outside the house. My husband also helped me with 

taking care of the children when he goes back home before me. He didn’t mind if I was 

late and till now he is understanding” (Eman, Iraq).  

6.2.2 Independence 

The need for independence was a reason to start a business for 17 participants (seven 

women and ten men). The participants refused (Siham, Maram, Laila and Ziad) or left 

(Khaled, Anas, Fahd, Razan, Hasan, Zaher and Nidal) positions since they, as claimed, 

hate routine work and preferred to be independent. This was principally the case for the 

younger women and men participants who started their businesses when they were less 

than 32 years old, except Heba. This was the first main motivation for most of the men 

participants (10/14):  
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I did two jobs, one was internship and the second was a paid job…but I could 

not stand there even though there was no force on me, I was very independent in 

my job and they were supporting me, giving me training to make my skills better 

but I was thinking of business from the beginning. I wanted to be independent 

and this was one of the factors. (Ziad, Afghanistan)  

 

This motivation was also mentioned as the main motivation for almost half of the women 

participants (7/16). All of those women and men participants decided to start a business 

after they gained work or voluntary experience and realised that such jobs were not for 

them since it was routine work with no opportunity to innovate, as explained by Maram: 

When I had the University training in the Ministry, I saw how the employees lack 

passion, the killing routine...when I became entrepreneur and owned my 

business, I realised that every day I wake up with passion...for me, work is 

happiness but for my colleagues, work is sadness. (Maram, Palestine) 

 

However, the thematic analysis indicated that the economic, social and political 

institutional environment has played a significant role in shaping the behaviour and 

mentalities of the participants. As lack of legitimacy of entrepreneurship can influence 

entrepreneurial motivation (Fritsch & Wyrwich, 2014), most of the seventeen participants 

stated that they did not perceive business as a career choice. However, previous work 

experience and the networks they had built enabled them to engage in the private sector. 

Few participants realised that their personal characteristics of being independent, 

passionate and creative were in conflict with the requirements of their work at that time 

and that business would be the best career for them in order to fulfil their personal and 

financial needs (Holmén et al., 2011; Marcucci, 2001). Almost half of those participants 

started their business out of necessity. However, work experience, for the men in 

particular, before the start-up and the accumulation of financial and social capital were 

main factors in starting to think of setting up a business (Baron & Markman, 2000; 

Davidsson & Honig, 2003). Therefore, the work and life experiences of the participants 

before starting a business enabled them to gain more knowledge and confidence on how 
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to deal with difficult situations, and this has played a significant role in growing their 

businesses faster than those who started without any prior experience:  

I have been working in this field and have gained experience; how to train, how 

to deal with licenses, how to market, how to reach students and how to attract 

them, and trainers’ salaries. I spent 3 years working before opening the training 

centre. This was one of the reasons for my success that I had prior experience; I 

didn’t start and then asked how to get students, trainers, licenses etc. (Raji, 

Palestine)   

 

Furthermore, living in a conflict context has pushed the participants to seek independence 

and to look for other income sources, for example entrepreneurship, which can provide 

them with a more comfortable life. The institutional environment in conflict-affected 

countries which is characterised by a lack of job opportunities, job insecurity and low 

salaries, in addition to observing other people running a business, has pushed the 

participants to take more risks and start their own businesses. This was more relevant in 

the case of most of the Afghan participants. Despite the fact that all Afghan men 

mentioned being independent as one of the motivations to start a business, they were 

pushed into entrepreneurship because of the conflict situation. This was evident when 

three of the Afghan men (Hasan, Sameh and Nedal) explained that their mentalities would 

be different if they were born and raised in countries with advanced economies, where 

there are many available job opportunities. This suggests the importance of the 

embeddedness and context specificity of entrepreneurship (Al-Dajani et al., 2019; Renko 

et al., 2015; Yousafzai et al., 2019). One example is Hasan who claimed that:  

If I was in the West, I would not be the same person that I’m because the conflict 

pushes me to work harder and to do things bigger and higher and to take risk. If 

I lived in the US or UK, I wouldn’t have had the same passion or inspiration to 

do that because of the existing opportunities and the different environment. 

That’s why I have a different mentality, I will look for a job and have a stable 

revenue. As a person who lives in a conflict country, I have to start enterprise to 

achieve my personal goals which I couldn’t achieve through a job. If I live in a 

developed country, I prefer not to be an employer. (Hasan, Afghanistan) 
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This combination of push and pull motivational factors in conflict zones has shaped the 

perseverance of the participants through their attitudes towards failure: “I failed a few 

times but every time I started again. Doing business in Afghanistan is trial and error 

process, you have to try and fail…Now, we don’t need that job and also we created jobs 

for other people who are not working” (Sameh, Afghanistan). In addition, independence 

driver was a major factor for the participants to persevere, utilise their experiences and 

search for new knowledge in order to create innovative solutions to the problems they 

encounter:    

Planting of rose is not common in the West Bank, I conducted a study about the 

Damask rose consumption in Hebron and I found that the demand is much higher 

than the production…My business is almost the only one in the West Bank to 

produce roses. I designed a special greenhouse which was difficult, but I wanted 

to increase my productivity. I don’t want to exaggerate but I don’t think there is 

a greenhouse here such as mine…I’m planning to produce seedlings as well since 

we have to buy them from Israel which are very expensive. (Siham, Palestine)   

 

Furthermore, bad employer treatment and exploitation made three of the participants 

(Ola, Raji and Nidal) think of becoming independent and employers themselves in order 

to treat their employees fairly. Such unhappy and uncomfortable employment experience 

triggers the entrepreneurial drive (Crick & Crick, 2016) and the social misfit where 

individuals create the work more fitting for themselves (Wickham, 2006), as expressed 

by Ola: 

Your job title in contract, for example, IT officer then they will hire you as IT 

officer, secretary and public relations, you will work so hard for them…for a 

period of 3 months or 6 months and for a very small salary of only 200 Shekels. 

So, I thought untill when should I wait, this is not the Ola I know…So, I thought 

of starting my own business…The main motive is because my manager is treating 

me this way, he enslaves me, why I don’t be my own manager one day and people 

will work with me not for me…If my manager was dealing with me in a better 

way, I might not think of private business. (Ola, Palestine)  
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6.2.3 Making Impact 

The findings reveal that the participants were not passive recipients of their hostile 

institutional environment but also were working on changing it by creating impact. 

Creating impact on the lives of others or on their countries through entrepreneurship was 

a main motivation for sixteen of the participants (9 men and 7 women). The participants, 

especially those holding university degrees, showed a great awareness about their role as 

entrepreneurs in the economy. Living in a conflict country means that people will 

generally be faced by many challenges and negative experiences. Such challenges which 

the participants and their people have experienced, or are still experiencing, made them 

feel responsible for changing the situation, either by creating job opportunities for others, 

empowering women, introducing something new, finding an opportunity or meeting a 

need. This motivation was fuelled by the participants’ personal experiences of wars, 

destruction and/or patriarchy which made them realise their role to help their people and 

country: 

I was born during the civil war...we are alhamdullehal Muslims, I saw a lot of 

people were killed…I come to this world to do something good for the people 

who need…who can at least build this country, this was my mission, to lead my 

own company, my own people and help them. I suffered a lot during these 

wars…if I couldn't do it for all the country but at least I can do it for hundreds of 

people who could work with me. When I try to motivate myself…I say that you 

were not born just to live and then die, you were born to do something bigger for 

this country and alhamdullehal I'm happy with what I achieved. (Zaher, 

Afghanistan)   

 

The results of this study reveal that the participants show more understanding and 

sympathy towards their people in such difficult circumstances. The negative experiences 

of war motivated the participants to contribute to the lives of their people and to change 

the situation in their country. This was reflected in their discussion of the difficulties they 

faced and how they contribute to changing other people’s lives. The consequences of 

prolonged conflict and wars on family incomes and the motivation to start a business in 

order to improve the economic situation resulted in the participants feeling the suffering 



129 

 

of others and supporting them in improving their economic situation as well, as explained 

by Maher for example:  

The main motive was to create job opportunities for us and for others. The 

government teacher has a salary of 2,500 Shekels, it’s not enough, especially if 

you have children at universities which is expensive…Sometimes, we bring 

students to work with us so they won’t ask their parents for money…especially to 

financially support young people…I do that also because of my religion, 

sometimes I can do the work but I feel happy when I help others. (Maher, 

Palestine) 

 

Religion as a normative institution has shaped this motivation as well. Most of the men 

and women participants across the three countries answered affirmatively when they 

were asked if their religion/faith has had an influence in starting and/or continuing their 

businesses in such challenging contexts. Islamic values were one of the main motivators 

for a few of the participants to start a business. They believe that God has rewarded them 

with good results because they have worked hard and had good intentions to help their 

families and/or other families who are working with them.  

In Palestine, despite the fact that contributing to institutional change and making positive 

impact were not an explicit main motivation for all of the Palestinian participants, they 

all recognise that engaging in economic activities and enhancing their cognitive abilities 

such as education are “weapons” to defend their existence and to face the occupation 

through building the Palestinian economy (Alzaroo & Hunt, 2003), as stated by Siham:  

We do know that the political situation makes us lose but we should not wait. We 

know that occupation is there, and political circumstances are bad and getting 

worse to the extent that we couldn’t get out of our homes. So, everyone is 

suffering, not only entrepreneurs, all people are at risk. So, you shouldn’t wait 

till the situation is improved, it’s not an excuse not to start your business. On the 

contrary, we work on improving our Palestinian economy, which is a powerful 

tool to face the occupation with. (Siham, Palestine) 

 

Interestingly, all Afghan men participants showed great interest in contributing to the 

advancement of Afghanistan. Three of them refused to leave the country despite the 
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importunity of their families wishing to look for security and a decent life. Those 

participants realize that Afghanistan has many challenges but at the same time they are 

aware that those are also opportunities to contribute to peace promotion (Forrer & 

Katsos, 2015) by creating job opportunities for others, enhancing economic development 

or advancing the technology sector as demonstrated by Ziad:  

The political situation was a good thing for me…then I decided to start a business 

because it was one of the ways that I could do my part, I have created jobs for 

myself and 25 people and I’m creating more jobs. So, I thought that is the way 

that I could help Afghanistan and change the economy…I think Afghanistan is 

full of challenges and we are so far away from the technology revolution. So, I 

consider it as one of my priorities and job to help Afghanistan grows in terms of 

technology. (Ziad, Afghanistan) 

 

For the women participants, making positive institutional changes in their countries was 

associated with empowering other women and/or changing the perception about women 

entrepreneurs, notably in Afghanistan. Empowering women was a reason for six women 

to start-up a business and this will be discussed later.  

The motivational factor of making institutional changes has inspired the participants to 

take initiatives in order to achieve that. For example, all Afghan men participants 

confirmed that networking is a main part of their job and an important reason for their 

success. All of them have major social networks of community of entrepreneurs, people 

in government, and/or NGOs, either directly or through their informal networks. They all 

mentioned that they are involved in creating communities to promote the entrepreneurial 

mindset within the Afghan people and as an opportunity to share knowledge and 

information, as confirmed by Ziad: 

There are a lot of events regarding entrepreneurship and I was attending all of 

them. One of those communities is run by us and we have almost 3000 

mentors…we can create public awareness of technology and we could benefit 

more people and it’s a good market for companies, working in the technology 

field…When we started a few of our friends were suffering from the same 

problems too. So, we thought to create community, to support other people and 

other friends. Step by step, it got bigger and bigger. Currently, we have tenth of 

such communities. (Ziad, Afghanistan) 
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6.2.4 Special Interest   

Sixteen of the participants said that the business activity was their area of interest before 

they decided to make it a career. For the men participants (5/14), this was concentrated 

in technology-based businesses such as technology training centre, media production and 

software development. On the other hand, this was also the most common motivation for 

most of the women participants (11/16), though it was concentrated in handicraft 

businesses. This is consistent with previous studies which revealed that in developing 

countries, women start businesses in areas of special interest to them (Das, 2000; 

McElwee & Al‐Riyami, 2003; Tambunan, 2009). In all cases, except for two women in 

Iraq who are financially secure, this main motivation for women intersects with the lack 

of job opportunities and/or improving the economic situation. Therefore, the women 

participants used those skills in something they like and have experience in doing to start 

a business, as the case of Dalal:    

I was enjoying embroidery classes at school so much…it was my favourite hobby. 

When our relatives visited us from the Emirates and US, we made them medals, 

a small purse and a wallet as gifts. I was keen to study something related to that 

so I did 4-years arts and interior design at University…My sister and I graduated 

at the same time and we looked for jobs but we could not find any. We were doing 

embroidery so we thought of creating a Facebook page and starting to sell our 

embroidery products. (Dalal, Palestine) 

 

Furthermore, the married women participants who started a business to improve the 

economic situation found that this interest as a career would enable them to meet their 

obligations towards both their business and childcare as explained by Eman:  

At the beginning, I used to work at home for about five years…I chose this 

business because my children were young…you know I’m a mother and keen to 

take care of my children. There was a conflict between work and taking care of 

my children…But when they reached middle school, I thought of moving my 

business outside the house, you know, the business grows more if you work 

outside. (Eman, Iraq) 
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However, the interest of mothers in taking care of the children and their multiple roles 

within the family limited the time they had for managing and growing the business 

(Kevane & Wydick, 2001). This is also a common obstacle for women entrepreneurs who 

are working in developed and developing countries (Elizabeth & Baines, 1998; Roomi & 

Parrott, 2008; Tambunan, 2009). However, having children also was a motivational 

reason for the women participants to start the business in order to help their families 

financially (Kirkwood, 2009). In a conflict zone, this could be also an opportunity for 

women to be granted the legitimacy and the socially acceptable justification to work and 

go outside house boundaries (Giles & Hyndman, 2004; Muhanna, 2013; Wood, 2008; 

World Bank, 2014). The women participants benefited from a supportive family which 

helped them to move outside the house, as explained by Rana: 

In a situation where my brother and father-in-law died, there was no choice for 

my husband to think yes or no [to start a business]…the type of the business 

supported me…they [the family] knew we needed to cooperate, when I asked my 

mother-in-law to take care of my kids because I want to go selling, she didn’t say 

no. If I didn’t find someone to help me, it would have been difficult to go out…My 

mother-in-law helped me because she knew that I help and support her son 

otherwise she wouldn’t have been helpful at all. (Rana, Palestine) 

 

6.2.5 Lack of Job Opportunities  

In the three countries, 15 of the participants (nine women and six men) stated that one of 

the reasons for starting their business was that they could not find a permanent job 

opportunity. Temporary job opportunities, which are the norm in conflict zones and 

mostly supported by international donors to reduce unemployment and violence (World 

Bank, 2011a), gave the participants feelings of insecurity and also of boredom in waiting 

for a secure job. Two men and two women in Afghanistan mentioned that they had to 

start a business to secure an income, as pointed out by Sameh:  

Another problem is that we have full time jobs, good pay, we can sustain our lives 

for some time but there is a problem here, what happens if we lose this job, we 

don’t have any insurance here, we don't have any job security here, we don't have 
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any savings that could sustain us for some time when we don't have a job…So, 

that what makes me scared of losing my job. (Sameh, Afghanistan)  

 

The preference for a permanent job with the inability of their governments to provide 

employment has pushed the participants to engage in entrepreneurial activities; most of 

them mentioned this as the main attitude of graduates in their countries: 

They [graduates] always talk about study as it’s a compulsory service more than 

a source of science and construction of economic identity. The economic system 

in Iraq, especially during the pre-2003 period, was completely dependent on the 

government, the people understood business as a job in the government only, and 

there was no space for the private sector or innovation or start-ups…because of 

the state orientation. In addition to the security aspect, any kind of inventions 

had a kind of legal accountability. This reason was one of the main problems that 

Iraq has suffered so far in the field of entrepreneurship. The problem is so far 

the Iraqis, especially new graduates, they consider the government job as their 

right, which it’s sometimes their criterion to account the state; they understand 

that the government would be good if it offers them a job. (Fahd, Iraq) 

 

Lack of job opportunities was a motivation to start a business for women more than men. 

Half of the women in Afghanistan and Iraq and more than half in Palestine decided to 

engage in the private sector because: “I didn’t get a job with the government…I couldn’t 

wait more so I thought of establishing my own pharmacy” (Fatima, Iraq). Almost all of 

them were pushed to start a business in order to improve their economic situation: 

I didn’t have business as a career option when I graduated…I studied hard for 4 

years and it was very exhausting so I hoped to find a permanent job. The hard 

circumstances in our country made finding a job very difficult so I had to look 

for alternatives in order to secure a livelihood…now I can lose anything except 

my business, I built it and it’s my priority. (Dalal, Palestine)  

 

Moreover, the withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan and Iraq was reflected in the 

decrease in jobs available to the local people living in those countries, which pushed them 

to start a business: “I’m an engineer, I was unemployed and I didn’t have a job with the 

government. I started working with oil and construction companies operating in Iraq. By 

2014, I knew that they are leaving the country…I had some money so I decided to invest 

them in a business”(Ali, Iraq). 
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6.2.6 Opportunity Recognition 

Although more than half of the participants started their business out of necessity, eight 

women and five men participants found an opportunity to exploit. With the increasing 

popularity of social media and its important role in marketing for SMEs (Dahnil et al., 

2014), starting a business with little capital became more feasible for the participants: “I 

made all the designs and decorations for my wedding, which was my hobby, and I was 

impressed with the positive feedback from people who asked me to do the same for their 

special occasions and this was relatively new idea in Iraq” (Laila, Iraq). 

When necessity pushed the participants into entrepreneurial activities, they were 

opportunity-orientated and started a business after the recognition of an opportunity to 

exploit (Langowitz & Minniti, 2007): “I believe that our embroidery is a unique skill and 

creating handmade products has a market opportunity both locally and internationally 

because it’s made by Afghan women with a high quality” (Heba, Afghanistan). In 

particular, the participants in Afghanistan are fully aware that living in a conflict country 

has the benefit of providing opportunities which can be turned into business ideas. They 

showed a great awareness of the challenges their country faces and their role in exploiting 

such opportunities and making positive changes as discussed before:  

I think in most of the non-conflict countries markets are almost saturated 

especially the technology market and you have almost everything, and you need 

to be too much innovative and invent something new in order to grow...I think in 

the countries that have conflict there are more opportunities because there are a 

lot of challenges, you can work on any challenge and then present your solution 

and do the business. (Ziad, Afghanistan)  

 

Since the participants have the contextual awareness of the challenges of running a 

business in a conflict country, some of them looked for new opportunities and market 

needs and chose their business idea after careful consideration and planning. The 

participants who have agricultural businesses in Palestine have to face numerous 

problems because of Israeli procedures, unsupportive government policies and scarce 
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natural resources. Therefore, they are employing new strategies to improve their methods 

of water usage in order to maximise what little water is available, such as in the case of 

Saif, who developed an agriculture system which saves the usage of scarce water in 

Palestine and a nutrient solution which is much affordable for Palestinian farmers to buy. 

The participants who were able to recognise an opportunity and develop it showed more 

resilience, particularly those who believe in their entrepreneurial abilities (self-efficacy):  

Water prices are very high and scarce in our area, there are settlements, so we 

[Palestinians] are forbidden to have water for agriculture. Therefore, I started 

my business in water agriculture because it saves 80% of the required water for 

agriculture…I had huge confidence when I started my business and without it I 

wouldn’t have reached this stage of success. Many people fought me and bet on 

my failure because of the country’s situation and my young age but I challenge 

anyone in Palestine who can come up with my nutrient solution which is my 

biggest achievement. (Saif, Palestine)  

 

The participants engaged in entrepreneurial activities in order to compensate for 

inadequate government performance in their countries and to benefit their communities. 

They helped to find innovative solutions to critical problems in their areas, such as the 

scarce water in Palestine through providing agriculture water (Saif), which can in turn 

improve productivity. In addition providing financial solutions software to tackle 

corruption, particularly the practice of paying bribes in Afghanistan (Ziad), and 

enhancing the provision of health-care services:  

Our Company is innovative-based one since we fill a gap in the health sector in 

Afghanistan. One of our innovative services is a health application which acts as 

a bridge between the patient and all the health service providers, so it connects 

stakeholders of health such as patients, doctors, hospitals, pharmacies, and 

laboratories together. (Razan, Afghanistan)  

 

6.2.7 Observing Role Models 

In a resource-constrained environment such as the research context, it was important for 

the participants to become motivated to engage in entrepreneurial activities and maintain 

them through observing and learning from others: “I read the biography of Steve and 
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Mark and how they started their business from nothing, how they are doing it and how 

they could change the world. So, those biographies were one of the first impression for 

thinking that I can also start a business” (Ziad, Afghanistan). There are limited number 

of role models in those contexts, however, the participants considered their successful 

personal or professional networks such as friends and acquaintances who have businesses 

to be their role models. As entrepreneurship is gaining more popularity in Afghanistan, 

all Afghan men particularly considered this factor as important for shaping their 

aspirations for the business start-up and taking risks (Douglas & Shepherd, 2002):   

This was also one of the factors that motivated me to start my business. Most of 

my close friends have businesses, they are successful. When I hang out with them, 

they always support me to do something. I learned from them that if you want to 

do business, there are ups and downs, you have to be focused, have enough 

commitment and to be inspired. (Hasan, Afghanistan) 

 

The Afghan men participants linked this motivation as well with making positive changes 

in their country. They talked about how they raise public awareness about the importance 

of entrepreneurship as a career through initiating entrepreneurship communities in order 

to make it easier to find appropriate models and obtain information or resources from 

other entrepreneurs: 

Now there are more entrepreneurs in Afghanistan because there are many 

communities working on this. They are working so hard to advertise the 

entrepreneurship spirit. So many people got excited about it and started a 

business because they understood that business is one of the ways that could 

change the economic situation and of course it will affect political situation as 

well. (Ziad, Afghanistan) 

In Palestine, the two men participants, Khaled and Raji, mentioned that working in the 

private sector and gaining experience was a motivation for them to start thinking of their 

own business but they also linked that to their attitude to being independent. Moreover, 

by running a business, some of the participants set an example for other people: “After 

my success, two of my friends who discouraged me to start a business and were expecting 

my failure, they were afraid to take the risk…they changed their perception and they 



137 

 

started the same business” (Raji, Palestine). Similarly, some women participants 

encourage other women to start a business such as Siham: “I always advice women not 

to wait only for the job or the groom, that one of them saves you, you have to go on and 

you have the capacities to start your business so why you should wait!”. As a result, 

women participants often find themselves in positions of influence acting as role models 

and advisors to other women:   

I advise a lot of girls not to look for a job but to start a business, know what you 

can create...The political and economic situation in Gaza has helped us to weigh 

things from a different perspective, in the sense that we don’t look for a job in 

the government, UNRWA or NGOs because they all have a miserable 

situation…I always advice female university students to learn a profession even 

my young nieces. (Rasha, Palestine)  

 

For the women participants, meeting other women was important in increasing their self-

confidence, particularly at the start-up, as in the case of Rana who explained her 

experience when she started her business and had to sell her products in public places: “It 

was difficult for me at the beginning to go and stand in the university and sell the 

accessories, but when I saw other women selling pickles or embroidery or soap, you can 

say the situation differed a lot, I had more self-confidence than before” (Rana, Palestine). 

In Afghanistan, the women mentioned that they participate usually in networking 

activities which help them to meet other entrepreneurs and learn from their successful 

experiences. Therefore, most of those participants mentioned the need to know about and 

meet other successful entrepreneurs, regardless of their gender, so they can learn from 

their entrepreneurial experiences and keep going in their businesses. Some mentioned that 

when they started their business they needed to be introduced to successful examples: “If 

I met role models when I started my business it would have helped me a lot, unfortunately, 

I didn’t have the chance to meet so many successful people” (Zaher, Afghanistan).  
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6.2.8 Women Empowerment 

Despite the fact that one of the reasons for starting their business for six women was 

women empowerment in their country, all women participants showed a great interest in 

hiring and helping women, and, with the exception of two participants, they have other 

women working with them. In contrast, no man mentioned empowering women as one of 

their interests. As the economic situation is difficult for many women in conflict zones 

and as the conflict provided opportunities for them to engage in economic activities, 

empowering other women is very important. Some of the women, mainly in Afghanistan, 

believe that financial independence and improving the social status of women will 

eventually lead to their empowerment and changing the normative institutions which act 

against gender equality (Swain &Wallentin, 2009). In Afghanistan, the four women 

participants challenged the existing social norms and culture and have other women 

working with them. They are keen to hire women in order to help them financially and to 

empower them by increasing the number of women engaging in the economic and social 

activities, such as in the case of Heba:   

We produce handmade quality products and we market them to the world and 

through its profit, the women continue to generate income for themselves and 

their family…the idea was even women sitting at home were able to engage in 

income generation activities…So, that was really the motivation why we started 

it. (Heba, Afghanistan) 

 

In Palestine, some women mentioned that they are particularly interested in hiring women 

who have difficult economic situations particularly with the deterioration of male labour 

conditions and the fact that many Palestinian men have difficulty in finding jobs. For 

example, Dalal, who has 25 women working part time with her: 

For around two weeks we didn’t have any orders. One  day my sister called me 

and said we have an order for 22 purses. I didn’t get any details, just messaged 

the women that you will work now. I didn’t feel happy for the order as much as I 

was happy for the happiness of the women that finally they will work. (Dalal, 

Palestine) 
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Again, religious values played a role in shaping this motivation of the women to start the 

business and strive to maintain it: “I believe that God sends me to help those women since 

I have the power to do that. When you help people then God helps you, this gives me the 

power to continue” (Sally, Afghanistan). Despite the fact that the women were motivated 

to empower other women, prove themselves and challenge the traditions and society’s 

perception of women, they also linked that to their religious beliefs and values; that God 

will reward them for being helpful with others:  

I’m interested in women who don’t have education certificates or qualifications 

to get a job opportunity…They are marginalised women, they have no experience 

or strong personality to engage in the labour market. So, I provide them with  

free 52-hours vocational training and raw materials, so they can work in their 

houses…Prophet Muhammed said, ‘The best of people are those who are most 

beneficial to people” (Rasha, Palestine) 

  

They further demonstrated their understanding of Islam as supportive of work and self-

employment for both men and women, in that Islam asks them to help other people. They 

said that some of the restrictions on women are part of the culture and not because of 

religious orders as they often mentioned words such as “traditions, norms, culture, 

conservative, patriarchal society”. The women participants mentioned that the restrictions 

they face in the Muslim Middle Eastern countries generally are not a product of Islam 

itself but rather traditional norms and patriarchal societies that have allowed traditions to 

persist and prevented women from fully engaging in society, as Heba from Afghanistan 

believes: “I observe the basic rules and regulations as a Muslim…I see religion as 

interpretation that men have historically made of my faith whereas spirituality and 

faithfulness is my connection and my understanding of the creator”. This was particularly 

the case of the Afghan women who were deprived of their basic rights for decades under 

the “Islamic state”. Around half of the women referred to the story of Khadijah, the first 

wife of Prophet Mohammad, who was a prominent business woman to support their 

understanding of Islam. For example, Walaa mentioned: “Islam encourages women to 
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work, and the big evidence is that Prophet Mohammad didn’t ask his wife Khadijah to sit 

at home when they got married”. Such an understanding of Islam and Muslim role models 

have given the women more strength and power to start and persevere. 

6.2.9 Heritage Preservation   

Women are considered as important local actors in the preservation of cultural heritage 

(Anthopoulou, 2010; Hassan et al., 2017). Moreover, women from contexts of violent 

conflict are keen to promote, revive, and preserve cultural heritage, especially the arts of 

embroidery and traditional dressmaking (Al-Dajani & Marlow, 2010, 2013, Al-Dajani et 

al., 2015; Heilbrunn et al., 2018; Niethammer et al., 2012). One of the main motivations 

for four women participants (Ola, Nadin, Heba and Sally) was to preserve traditional 

heritage through their business. The Afghan woman, Heba, stated that they utilise hand 

embroidery which is indigenous to Kandahar province and market it locally and 

internationally. Ola is not only concerned with maintaining the Palestinian heritage but 

also in reviving it through creating a bridge between the past and the present: “I love 

woodwork and Palestinian embroidery, so why I don’t combine wood with embroidery 

and furniture. Doing that, I merge traditional works with modern works” (Ola, Palestine). 

Her fellow citizen, Nadin, confirmed that as she stated: “I’m interested in our Palestinian 

heritage that we don’t lose it, and we should revive it in our works and houses. So, I use 

embroidery on wood to make tables, key rings, couches” (Nadin, Palestine).  

6.2.10 Reflection   

Many authors argue that entrepreneurs in developing countries are driven by a 

combination of push and pull factors (Jamali, 2009; Marcucci, 2001; Myatt, 2015; Nehad, 

2016). Others maintain that, particularly in conflict-affected countries, they are driven by 

necessity and lack of job opportunities (Abdullah & Hattawy, 2014; Boros, 2008; Ciarli 

et al., 2015; Holmén et al., 2011). However, the commonly asserted drivers for 

entrepreneurship such as opportunity vs. necessity or pull vs. push as current 



141 

 

conceptualisations do not necessarily capture the complexity in different contexts. In this 

study, the participants talked about different motivational and intersectional drivers to 

engage in entrepreneurial activities in a conflict zone. The participants could not detach 

their experiences of conflict and its consequences on the economy and their personal 

characteristics, which highly affected their motivation. In conclusion, the participants in 

Afghanistan, Iraq and Palestine share more similarities than differences in their 

motivations to start a business. The following section discusses the findings related to the 

challenges the participants faced and still facing while starting and operating their 

businesses in a conflict zone, and how they are able to deal with them.  

6.3 Entrepreneurial Challenges and Resilience in Conflict Zones    

Security and stability are important to enable businesses to emerge and grow. Although 

business challenges are common in developing countries, there are other unique 

challenges and impediments to doing business in conflict-affected developing countries. 

Based on the thematic qualitative analysis, this section discusses the entrepreneurial 

challenges in a constrained and risky institutional environment. The section also refers to 

how the participants were able to deal with or overcome these challenges. The data 

analysis reveals that the participants face challenges at the regulative, normative and 

cognitive levels. Those challenges are mostly related to living in a conflict zone, which 

affects the growth and success of their businesses.  

6.3.1 Understanding the Regulative Institutional Dimension of Entrepreneurship 

6.3.1.1 Laws and Regulations  

In any country, government policies can promote entrepreneurial activities (Minniti, 

2008), but at the same time they can inhibit entrepreneurial success (Spencer & Gómez, 

2004). In this study, the participants in the three countries discussed extensively the 

challenges they face because of their governments’ discouraging regulations and actions. 

Most men and women participants revealed that they did not benefit from any government 



142 

 

support. They further mentioned that their government sometimes made it difficult for 

them to succeed and expand their business. Conflict-affected countries lack legal 

frameworks and functioning legal systems (Besley & Persson, 2010), which creates a 

paradox.  

On one hand, the existence of institutional voids and weak legal institutions could 

motivate people to start a business, since the regulations are not strictly applied. In this 

study, most of the participants mentioned that business registration is a straightforward 

process and that the amount of taxes they pay are acceptable compared to the high taxes 

that their counterparts in developed countries have to pay. However, people in 

circumstances of low government legitimacy exploit the legal void by escaping 

regulations and avoiding paying taxes so businesses tend to operate informally to hide 

from the burden of bureaucracy (Elert & Henrekson, 2017; Rose–Ackerman, 2008).  

On the other hand, the data analysis revealed that conflict has not affected the 

implementation of the formal regulations and rules which are still operating in such 

contexts, though not equally enforced. The registration, taxations, reporting, etc. are still 

required for any business to start-up and operate, without facilitation or exemption. In 

Afghanistan, for example, the participants discussed the continuous changes in laws and 

regulations and the long bureaucratic procedures that they have to go through. They all 

expressed concern regarding the complex regulatory system and bureaucracy which takes 

a long time to process, delaying their work and putting their lives at risk, “Every 3 months 

we should report, it’s time consuming to prepare all reports…it was just once a year, but 

now we are making that four times…we need to go to several places…” (Nedal, 

Afghanistan).  
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Such legal procedures and complicated tax regulations can be difficult, particularly for 

start-ups to comply with and at the same time focus on running the business, which affects 

the credibility of governments as Ziad stated:  

Legal processes are too hard. For government processes in Afghanistan, you 

need at least two or three people that they can process the government 

matters…But, there is still huge problems in taxes, there are a lot of penalty 

charges, maybe you are a start up, you didn't work, you didn't have any cash but 

even if you didn't report that, in the end of the year it will be around 14 thousand 

penalties. Our government, they are saying they are supporting the entrepreneur, 

but they don’t, and they can't. (Ziad, Afghanistan)   

 

Therefore, the high compliance costs with regulatory and administrative requirements in 

terms of money and time could be a burden on small businesses because they delay the 

planning and focus of the participants on managing and developing their businesses 

(Welter & Smallbone, 2011). The participants have to devote much time to regulations 

and also spend financial resources to complete it on time:  

It takes too much time for writing the report especially for someone who doesn't 

have so much experience of writing a report, then you need to pay money to 

others to write it…Sometimes we don't have good sales, we are going very slowly 

in our business, so the officers tell me they aren’t happy with the report and that 

I’m lying regarding my sales and profits… (Sally, Afghanistan)  

 

In addition to the non-availability of tax incentives for entrepreneurs, governments also 

impose penalties upon those who fail to comply with such regulations without considering 

the harsh market conditions and the restricted resources available to them (Mac Sweeney, 

2009). In Afghanistan, fines for unsuccessful reporting and paying of taxes can have 

negative consequences to the extent of business failure:  “We registered our business and 

we couldn’t pay the taxes so that's why the government punished us with a lot of money, 

it's about USD 20,000, and that was one of the reasons the business failed. I still don't 

have enough money to pay the government” (Sameh, Afghanistan). 
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This complexity in the regulations could affect women more than men where the lack of 

security is a big concern for the people in conflict zones (CIPE, 2010; Radin, 2012). 

Insecurity and fear of harassment could force families to restrict the movement of their 

women (Peterson, 2010), which in turn affects their ability to survive and succeed 

(Ritchie, 2014). This specific reason indicates the significant role the family support is 

playing for women to succeed, particularly in conflict zones:  

Kandahar I think probably is one of the top cities in the world that is considered 

to be the worst city for women, the worst city for security purpose…if I didn't 

have the family support that I do right now, there was no way that I could be 

working, going to the offices that I go regularly for reporting or registration, 

renewing licences purposes, and if I can’t go through certain procedures to 

maintain my business then there is no way to run and operate a business or any 

kind of activity. (Heba, Afghanistan)   
 

Interestingly, all participants in the three countries agreed that paying taxes is “very 

necessary for the society…we will get taxes back as salaries or projects or building 

schools, if there are no taxes then from where the government will support public 

services!” (Maher, Palestine). However, the participants mentioned that they pay taxes 

but on the other hand they “do not benefit in return from the government” (Areej, Iraq). 

It is particularly important for encouraging start-ups to give tax exemptions and incentives 

which reduce the entry risks: 

Little government support for entrepreneurs, what we have achieved is our 

personal effort…the government is far from understanding what 

entrepreneurship is and they don’t know how to deal with it correctly. We, as an 

emerging company, pay more taxes than many large companies in the country; 

they have expenses and purchases, so they can make deductions in their taxes. 

The government should reduce taxes or for the new start-up not to pay taxes 

because they are already under risk. This will encourage more start-ups and help 

our economy to grow. (Maram, Palestine) 
 

Therefore, few participants decided to work in the informal sector in order to avoid such 

challenges. Others pay taxes and are happy with the amount they pay because they started 

while they had other income sources or savings which enabled them to start and continue 

the business. However, they also mentioned that they might not pay taxes in case their 
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business will not do very well. All participants registered their businesses except three 

Palestinian women in Gaza (Dalal, Rasha and Nadin). The situation in Gaza in terms of 

the blockade and the successive wars creates incentives for women to work in the formal 

sector and pay taxes regularly which they can reinvest in their business: “You trust your 

work and trust your success; however, you couldn’t trust the situation, you couldn’t trust 

you will have good sales every month. So, I prefer not to register my business because 

I’m afraid of paying taxes” (Rasha, Palestine). Moreover, other two Palestinian women 

(Rana and Ola) mentioned that they might not pay taxes if they face any troubles. This 

uncertainty about the market and economic situation made the women prefer not to lose 

their other income sources:   

I got a training programme in logistics and exports funded by UNDP and 

implemented by the Business Women Forum. They also offered me the chance to 

facilitate the registration process and pay the required fees. My mother advised 

me not to register my business; she was afraid that we might lose the financial 

assistance and the medical insurance from the Ministry. I agree with her, we 

couldn’t guarantee the situation in Gaza. However, unfortunately, if I had 

registered I would have been able to export to the West Bank. (Nadin, Palestine)  
 

Therefore, the Palestinian women participants talked about women’s associations and 

their role in facilitating registration and keeping them informed of any exhibition inside 

and outside their country which helped them to expand their social networks and 

marketing channels in addition to helping with legal issues. Two of the Palestinian 

women, Rana and Ola, registered their businesses through international funding which 

also offered them tax exemptions for three years. This has reflected positively on the 

expansion of their businesses because they are able to export and participate in local and 

international exhibitions. However, working in the informal sector has impacted 

negatively on the women’s ability to grow their businesses: “I lost contracts with banks 

and international organisations who asked me for souvenirs because I couldn’t provide 

them with tax invoices” (Dalal, Palestine).  
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Nonetheless, five of the women (Dalal, Heba, Rana, Rasha, Sally) export their products 

informally in order to overcome the complexity and difficulties in accessing international 

markets in conflict contexts. In Gaza, and because of the restrictions imposed by the 

Israeli government on imported and exported goods, Dalal exports her products through 

logistics companies such as DHL, though this increases the product prices, and affects 

her net profits and the ability to find more customers who will pay such prices. On the 

other hand, Rasha prefers not to use logistics companies since “they are expensive, I send 

my products with people who are travelling abroad, where some take money and others 

don’t”. In the West Bank, Rana sends some of her accessories to her son who is studying 

in the USA to sell them there and pay for his university fees. In Afghanistan, exporting 

happens informally as well where they “send those good through suitcases…in the USA 

because that's where my family and friends are volunteers to market our goods” (Heba, 

Afghanistan). The women try to escape the legal requirements and take advantage of 

deficiencies in the legal and regulatory systems where the nature of their traditional 

businesses help them:  

My aunt lives in Germany, she is jobless there so I produce here and she sells 

them...you don't need to pay any tax, you can carry your products in a bag, with 

your clothes and nobody will know what is in your bag, it’s for yourself or for 

business...It's not too much important for the government, they focus on big 

businesses so the tax of my products won’t be much for them so they aren’t 

thinking about us and it’s more easy for me because I don’t have to pay anything 

and to answer anyone. (Sally, Afghanistan)  
 

Moreover, as government policies mold institutional structures for entrepreneurial action, 

this could encourage some activities and discourage others (Minniti, 2008). The data 

analysis indicated that governments played a negative role in supporting industrial 

enterprises. The participants criticised their governments for imposing obstacles which 

discourage their efforts to export but at the same time encourage the import of products 

from elsewhere. At the same time, they complained about the unfair treatment in 

enforcing laws which play a “disappointing” role. Adel shared his story:  
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The environment is not conductive for investment and development. We export to 

Israel, so we have to provide clearing invoices from the Palestinian Authority 

who don’t give us the required quantity. They impose obstacles because the 

financial reward is not that high, they encourage you to import because this 

yields more to the treasury. For example, I need them to issue 20 invoices to 

export to Israel, they give me only 10. I need to sell; I bring money to the country, 

I have 25 employees and workers. I buy raw materials from local factories. I have 

around 50-60 people working indirectly with me. However, their vision is limited. 

Laws are applied more strictly with people who trade with Israel…I have to issue 

invoices and official papers from the PA. So, I’m forced to pay what they ask me 

to, however, anyone who has manufacturing only in the West Bank, no one cares 

about them. In all countries, the tax rate is associated with profits, here I have to 

pay 34%, I make profits or I lose I must pay this money, it is compulsory. I need 

invoices so I need to pay them. (Adel, Palestine)  

 

6.3.1.2 Corruption 

In conflict-affected countries, corruption is predominant because of undeveloped and 

weak institutions and monitoring mechanisms (Peschka et al., 2011). In the three 

countries, the participants mentioned corruption as one of the most critical reasons that 

their governments are not supportive, and how this in turn affects the operations of their 

businesses. The participants gave different reasons for corruption from their own 

perspectives. One of the main reasons, which most of the participants in the three 

countries agreed on is the political function of funds and the inability of international 

donors to monitor their interventions. This is because of growing insecurity, particularly 

after the withdrawal of international staff in Afghanistan and Iraq, while shifting 

responsibility for project implementation to national staff and local partners (Egeland et 

al., 2011; Schreter & Harmer, 2013) as Heba indicated:  

In a conflict zone like Afghanistan where you know that the international 

community officers who are working in various institutions aren’t able to go and 

monitor all the grant activities, it’s easy to fake and bring up stories and make 

photos and prove that you are doing the work while you are not…There are a lot 

of politics attached to funding and support in the various provinces. (Heba, 

Afghanistan)  

 

This reason has led to the misuse of public resources and international funds, which 

negatively affects the improvement of private sector and constraints economic 
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development (Ramahi, 2013). The influx of foreign funds in support of reconstruction 

may further extend the opportunities for corruption (Lindberg & Orjuela, 2014). The 

inefficient use and investment of these funds in supporting public services, such as 

infrastructure, affects the expansion of businesses and profitability, as Ali explained:  

Despite the hundreds of billions that went to Iraq to build hospitals and have 

clean water, those billions were useless because of corruption. They get money, 

but they don’t spend it on infrastructure…If we assume USD 10 billion to build 

10 hospitals, 10 schools, open new streets, electricity generation, improve 

networks…those 10 billion needs my business. But if only one billion of those 10 

billion will go for one hospital and one school and 9 billion go to the thieves, so 

how my business and other businesses will work, very high competition, and it’s 

about favouritism and nepotism. (Ali, Iraq)  

 

Therefore, many of the participants asked for “direct funding and not through the 

government. We won’t benefit from any funding or support through the government 

because of corruption” (Eman, Iraq). Moreover, the special situation in Gaza and the 

boycott by international organisations of the Hamas government, restricts its role to 

monitoring the work process of those organisations. This makes it difficult to ensure their 

transparency and increases the opportunities for corruption, as Raji explained:  

We need to be in direct contact with donors, we don’t need intermediary between 

us and them. For example, I might apply for a business plan which costs USD 

10,000, the intermediary will say you got only USD 5,000 and he will benefit 

from the remaining money. If there is more stability and monitoring, for example, 

all international organisations in Gaza refuse government interventions, and 

refuse to give it any records or financial statements. If the government stops 

them, then the fund for Gaza will stop as well, then the government is forced to 

let them work as they want. (Raji, Palestine) 

 

Forms of corruption that the participants talked about included nepotism, favouritism and 

political allegiance. Three of the participants in Afghanistan have political connections 

which facilitate their access to networks and finance through local investors. This was 

helpful to overcome challenges and develop their business faster than the participants 

who did not have such political support, “…but if you don’t know any people in the 

government it would be much harder for you to get the help and support of government 
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for your business. This is a big reason for your success” (Sally, Afghanistan). In the three 

countries, favouritism and the political affiliation of the person are mentioned often. For 

example, Khaled suffered from these issues which affected his ability to grow his work:  

The parties play a big role, for example, if I’m working with an institution which 

belongs to a particular party it suggests that I also belong to the same party. If 

there is a bidding, then mine will be excluded because of that. Also, if you know 

the director or manager in local, governmental or international institutions, then 

you will win the bidding, corruption. You might do a job which might cost USD 

3,000 but the director of the organisation will ask you to issue invoice of USD 

5,000 and USD 2,000 is for his pocket. (Khaled, Palestine)  

Therefore, the data analysis revealed that living in a corrupt country and inadequate 

government performance makes people hesitate to obey the laws, as in the case of Ali: 

“The government supports only relatives and friends, it doesn’t offer me any help. So I 

believe I don’t need to pay them taxes…they ignore that because they know they are 

remiss” (Ali, Iraq). Corruption in terms of nepotism, favouritism and political allegiance 

seems to increase the intention to become entrepreneurs and also the persistence of some 

of the participants:  

When I saw those people who don't have the knowledge and ability but they are 

using their power and fathers' money and authority to run a business, I saw the 

hope. I told myself that you have the ability, a little bit of money, your family 

support and you are more eligible to have a business and to use your abilities. 

So, you have to start. (Sally, Afghanistan) 

 

Another common form of corruption is bribery. This was particularly mentioned among 

the participants from Afghanistan and Iraq. None of the Palestinian participants 

experienced bribery in practice. In Iraq, only two of the participants (Ali and Eman) were 

asked to pay bribes, however, none of the participants admitted that they paid bribes and 

maintained that this had not affected their businesses. Bribery, however, was a more 

common problem for the Afghan participants. All of them, except Ziad and Razan, were 

asked to pay bribes and Walaa, Sameh, Nedal and Zaher did pay bribes in order to avoid 

the negative consequences. Indeed, paying bribes facilitates the operation and growth of 
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businesses but refusal to pay delays such progress: “I don't want to complain but if you 

pay for anyone, your work will be faster, you can have a faster network, but those things 

are of course illegal, and nobody should do that and we don't do that as well” (Ziad, 

Afghanistan). The participants who paid bribes mentioned that they have to do that 

otherwise they will get fined as stated by Nedal:  

The main problem is the tax regulations. You have to report to tax office every 3 

months and it takes a lot of time and a lot of corruption. If you don't bribe the tax 

guys, they will not process your taxes and every day they don't process your taxes, 

the government will charge you a 100 Afghani as a punishment that you didn't 

process. So, you have to bribe them…the solution for this problem is another 

strategy for taxes since it brings more corruption. (Nedal, Afghanistan) 

Paying bribes was utilised in order to overcome challenges such as a lack of knowledge 

of the complicated tax system, “I paid bribe once to a tax officer in order to teach me 

how to calculate taxes because I didn’t know” (Zaher, Afghanistan). Therefore, the 

participants raised the issue of paying bribes as a strategy to avoid exposing them to more 

problems which might affect the progress of their business:  

We have to pay bribes to do our business. If you don't bribe them they will stop 

your work and they will send the tax audit and they are difficult to handle. They 

will come to your office and stop every process that you are working on and will 

calculate the taxes again and this is a problem. (Sameh, Afghanistan) 

 

Sameh even considered the possible solution that everyone should stop paying bribes as 

an “optimistic guess”. Therefore, and in order to solve this serious issue, the participants 

asked for “proper monitoring system and changes in the current regulations” (Ziad, 

Afghanistan). The Afghan participants mentioned that the political situation and the risky 

and unsupportive legal environment stimulate the necessity of paying bribes in order to 

avoid more risks as indicated by Heba: 

People are afraid, they only take certain level of risk in a very risky environment 

and if you can get your work or reporting done with some bribes, and not to go 

and risk your life…because for proper reporting you have to go to a line of 

ministries to report your annual sales and income and pay the taxes and 

fees…They ask you for bribes to lower taxes and if you don’t bribe them, they 

won’t report it so this is the corruption that at almost every level we face. I 

reported that to the top government to make them aware of how this process is 
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corrupt, but nobody seems either care or being able to do anything... (Heba, 

Afghanistan)  

 

Therefore, Heba was forced to navigate other ways to deal with the corruption and the 

unsupportive formal institutions. She does not reveal her exact sales in order to avoid 

paying bribes and getting fined. She feels guilty, however, “if it’s benefiting poor women, 

this gives me the justification for lying about the amount of sales to help women more 

rather than the corrupt government officials who take the money and put it in their 

pockets”. By contrast, some of the participants refused to pay bribes when they were 

asked for religious reasons as Ahmed and Eman agreed, “Paying bribes, unfortunately, 

makes things easier in Iraq. I didn’t pay one-dollar as a bribe, it’s a sin. I won’t build my 

business on a sinful basis” (Ahmed, Iraq).  

6.3.1.3 Market and Marketing Issues  

The participants discussed extensively the challenges they face in marketing their 

products/services, which are mostly related to living in a conflict zone which affects the 

growth and success of their businesses. Not only conflict in their countries, but also the 

political instability in surrounding countries also has a negative effect on their efforts to 

sustain the business as explained by Khaled: 

The current political conflict has changed many things in Gaza. First it ruined 

the youth, ruined the country, even the pipe-line of charity projects this year 

[2017] is closed…because of the political situation in the Gulf countries and 

other countries…things are getting worse in Gaza…The first difficulty facing us 

is in dealing with some people abroad; when they know you are from Gaza, they 

hang up on you or block you on WhatsApp. People of Gaza are rejected, 

terrorists, especially with the changing politics in the Gulf today…I had to use 

WhatsApp with an Emirati number… (Khaled, Palestine) 

 

In conflict zones, entrepreneurs could be affected in many different ways. The difficult 

political and economic situation in the three countries, which resulted in a high level of 

poverty and unemployment, has a serious effect on marketing efforts. The local markets 

are not sufficient for the participants to market their products/services. Afghanistan and 
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Iraq have large populations; however, they also have high poverty and illiteracy rates 

which results in lowering the purchasing power of potential customers and the 

attractiveness of certain products and services (Aidis et al., 2007): 

The problem is how to convince people of the importance of doing sport. Now, I 

give lectures on this issue, as they think of food they need to think of sports as 

well. I’m trying to convince people of that. Also, people have difficult conditions 

so sometimes I have less clients, so I face financial problems. The work is such 

as the sea’s waves; ascending and descending. (Areej, Iraq)  

 

In addition, with a population of just 4.5 million, Palestine does not have the advantage 

of a large domestic consumer market and well-developed venture capital and stock 

markets. Such conditions could lead a business to failure, “I started a business to design 

and manufacture clothes, which is my passion and hobby. However, it failed since the 

country is poor and people couldn’t afford to buy those products” (Razan, Afghanistan). 

Furthermore, some participants mentioned that local customers and clients tend to 

negotiate a lower price because of the economic situation or the political instability which 

affects their profits as well. This was particularly common with technology-based 

businesses which realised that markets in Gulf countries can afford to pay for the quality 

they offer. Therefore, the participants made greater efforts in order to market their 

products, “We don’t have sales sometimes because of Gaza’s conditions. People say 

should I buy embroidery and decorate my house or feed my children…So, our main goal 

is to reach people who afford to buy our products particularly customers abroad” (Dalal, 

Palestine).  

Another issue with the local market is that violent incidents affect every aspect of the 

lives of people and on the ability of the participants to run their business smoothly and 

with peace of mind: “Sometimes for an explosion you get one or two days off. Maybe the 

road get blocked and those things will directly affect your marketing efforts” (Ziad, 

Afghanistan). In Gaza, the successive wars and the crisis of salaries among the employees 
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of the two governments stop the operation of businesses and restrict the purchasing power 

of people:  

When there was a war, work stopped, and people were exhausted and needed 

time to start taking training courses. I had to pay salaries and rents and I was 

afraid because I wasn’t able to cover the expenses...Salaries are cut, fathers ask 

their children to apply for one training course instead of two, and if it isn’t 

necessary then ignore it. There are no salaries…Someone who didn’t receive a 

salary for two months or more won’t tell his children to go and take a training 

course! Lack of income causes lack of income for us as well. (Raji, Palestine) 
 

Furthermore, the process of importing and exporting is a problem for the participants, 

mainly in Palestine, which affects their earning potential. In Gaza, participants live under 

a blockade which restricts their movement and ability to import and export easily. This 

affects the availability of raw materials in the local market and increases prices. The 

participants mentioned that raw materials are either not available, expensive or of a poor 

quality: “there is a shortage of spare parts and engines, and the prices of gasoline and 

fishing net are very expensive” (Sawsan, Palestine). This in turn reflected negatively on 

their productivity in addition to their ability to export their products due to the closed 

borders; Rasha gave an example of this which led to the closure of her first business:   

We have a border crossing problem, and this increases the cost of the piece and 

we sometimes have to overlook part of the profit. My first business failed because 

we didn’t have enough customers because of the quality. The wool we had wasn’t 

the quality we wanted, and sometimes women refused the product because it’s 

expensive…In a certain month we can have a certain material which mightn't be 

available after that…the materials are always late arriving, and this delays our 

work. We receive goods from Egypt with people, but the Rafah crossing stayed 

closed for two or three months. I had an order to Jordan which took 5 months 

until I was able to send it from Gaza…people told me we can take your stuff but 

if the Israelis return them then we will throw them away. Imagine a piece that 

cost me money and efforts and then they throw it, it’s difficult…DHL’s cost is 

high, and it increases the piece’s cost. (Rasha, Palestine)   

 

In the West Bank, the numerous Israeli road blocks and restricted areas have separated 

the Palestinian communities into separate cantons. This raises transportation costs and 

limits the ability of Palestinian businesses to achieve economies of scale in order to 

penetrate the international market (World Bank, 2008). The checkpoints and crossings 
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closures have severely affected the movement of the men and women participants and 

their efforts to sell their products, even within the local market. This also affects the 

import process since it might be costly and risky, particularly for a small business due to 

economies of scale. For the agricultural businesses, the restrictive policy of Israeli 

authorities in importing certain agricultural products, such as fertilisers, increases the 

costs for the participants and limits their ability to diversify their products: “I used to buy 

nutrient solutions from Israel which were really expensive, so I thought of making a local 

one. However, it’s not permitted to import their ingredients due to security reasons and 

we are forbidden to use them” (Saif, Palestine). The delays at the borders may cause the 

products to go bad during the exportation process and could create a surplus of products 

in the local market, drive prices down and make it harder for the participants to generate 

a reasonable profit (ANERA, 2011):  

Sometimes I couldn’t deliver my product from South of Hebron, I live in a village 

in the countryside, to the city because of the military checkpoints and the 

confrontations in the area. So, I incur losses and I have to overstock products 

then I destroy them. You face problems to export…to pass through three 

checkpoints, Palestinian Authority, the Israeli side and then the Jordanian side. 

This is a very slow process and it might damage the goods or cost you packaging, 

transport and cooling more than its profits. Importing flowers is almost 

impossible. The Palestinian market needs flowers at that price, but the Israelis 

don’t allow them to be imported because of a plant quarantine and also they want 

to market their surplus products, even bad quality, to the Palestinian market, and 

this helps the Israeli farmer. (Siham, Palestine)  

In order to overcome the problems related to restricted movement for Palestinians and 

closing of borders to access the Israeli market, partnership was an alternative strategy. 

For example, Adel markets his products mainly in Israel, so he needed someone who can 

easily and freely move and enter Israel to run his business activities:  

I have entered a partnership because I am in the West Bank and I don’t have 

Israeli permit every time to enter Israel, but my partner has an Israeli 

identity…so he helps me in marketing and collecting money…when there are 

Jewish holidays or closures or problems, he does the job there...95% of my sales 

are in Israel, so I need someone who has easier movement to follow up with 

customers and collect money and bring orders. (Adel, Palestine) 
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In all countries, the participants pointed out the negative consequences of competition 

from foreign products, which are cheaper than their products. Due to difficult economic 

conditions, people prefer to buy cheaper foreign products, even though they do not have 

such high quality. The participants complained that their governments play a negative 

role in the success of their businesses because they do not activate laws which offer them 

protection from unfair competition or encourage them to produce and export which is 

another factor that affects the profitability of their businesses: “Any government which 

markets are dumped with imported goods will take actions such as giving tax exemptions 

on local products and imposing these taxes on imported products…as many of the 

countries do and  revive the manufacturing sector” (Fahd, Iraq). Therefore, some 

participants looked for new opportunities to overcome this issue. A good example is Rana, 

who started out of necessity, and her sales started to fall because:  

The market was saturated with cheap accessories. It was a challenge for me to 

market and sell my products. So, I wanted to learn something new or make unique 

products, I searched the internet. I learned about Aluminium jewellery which 

wasn’t known in our region…here was the turning point in my work because I 

was almost the first one in the Middle East to do that. I have been working on 

this since 2010 and developing new models. (Rana, Palestine)  

Others mentioned that they diversify their products in order to overcome certain 

challenges they face such as competition: “I was the only food business in Basra but now 

I have many problems. The market is full of foreign goods, it’s a tough competition…I 

started making fast food to attract more customers especially the youth” (Eman, Iraq). 

Other participants (Heba, Walaa, Sameh, and Zaher) have more than one business in 

different sectors in order to “minimise the risks of doing business in Afghanistan” (Zaher, 

Afghanistan), so one business may compensate for the loss of another. This was also the 

case for the Afghan woman participant, Walaa, who is working in two businesses, in 

cleaning services and jewellery: “I started my first business with a friend then two years 

later I set up a new business which I like as a sole proprietorship…Business environment 

in Afghanistan is unpredictable and change quickly”. In Gaza, and as a result of lack of 
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fishing opportunities because of restrictions and attacks by the Israeli navy against 

fishermen, Sawsan decided to look for additional income source so she “bought a tourism 

boat which helped me to increase my income…I also plan to open a kitchen, I bought 

some of the stuff, but still need finance…”.   

Moreover, participants tried to reach international markets in order to overcome those 

marketing difficulties, for example, through informal exports as discussed previously, 

“The situation isn’t promising now so I’m in the process to prepare alternative marketing 

plan to target new markets, for example, Europe” (Khaled, Palestine). In addition, the 

participants rely on their informal networks in marketing their business. Friends are 

frequently mentioned by participants, particularly the men, as a source of support, 

guidance and connecting to the right people. Such relationships helped them to reach a 

wider circle of clients: “I sold consultations in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait...I reached them 

through my friends, I invested in my relationships abroad” (Saif, Palestine). Ola also 

followed the same strategy: “I reached the companies in Netherlands through internet 

search, then I asked my friend who lives there to contact the company directly. I sold them 

the first design and then other three designs. I did the same in Canada and I’m working 

to reach other companies in Turkey” (Ola, Palestine). 

The participants also used social media platforms to enhance their marketing efforts. 

Social media as a marketing strategy was also popular among the women participants 

(Dalal, Laial and Rasha) who sell their products mainly through those platforms. The 

women said that this way of business is cheaper and can attract more customers, 

particularly as social media is very popular in their countries, specifically with women. 

For example, Laila promotes and sells her designs for special occasions mainly on 

Facebook and get orders through the page. She uses taxis for delivery, however, she 

complained that “people still lack the trust in online payment, so I sent the item and they 
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pay the taxi driver in cash and sometimes they use direct transfers” (Laila, Iraq). Another 

reason which was mentioned by the women who avoid paying taxes was that 

“government doesn’t look for online businesses” (Rasha, Palestine). The popularity of 

social media platforms makes it easier and cheaper for the participants to promote their 

business locally and internationally: “I regularly post my works on Facebook, Snapchat 

and Instagram and I receive orders from people inside and outside Palestine through 

those pages…people pay me either cash or through Western Union…I deliver them 

abroad through DHL” (Dalal, Palestine). Besides using social media as a main marketing 

tool, the participants use it also to raise awareness about their work:   

I use a Facebook page to post information about water agriculture and its 

benefits, how it works, why they should use it. This was very helpful because in 

the beginning people didn’t accept it and were saying that Palestine doesn’t have 

water so how come I will use water agriculture but gradually people accepted 

it…people feel afraid of anything new. (Saif, Palestine) 

In addition, participating in local and international exhibitions was mentioned frequently 

by the women participants as a practice which promoted their business and expanded their 

marketing channels. Most of the Palestinian women participate in local exhibitions which 

are organised mostly by women’s associations. They keep networking with such 

associations in order to identify the exhibitions which are partially or fully funded. Some 

of the women participate in international exhibitions, for example, Walaa mentioned that 

she often goes to India to participate in jewellery shows and exhibitions which increase 

her sales. This participation builds relationships with customers abroad and is also a 

learning experience: “The Union of Handicrafts helped me to participate in international 

exhibitions such the one in Algeria…Today I made a request to travel to an exhibition in 

Sharjah…When I go to an exhibition, I try to benefit from other experiences and get new 

ideas and designs, and not only to sell my accessories.” (Rana, Palestine). Such 

participation gives the women the opportunity to be reported upon by the local and 

international media. In one of the local exhibitions, the U.S. ambassador was impressed 
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with the business of Rana and a report about her story was shared on the embassy's 

Facebook page. As a result, she started to gain more attention locally and internationally.   

Therefore, another factor which helped to promote women’s businesses was media 

reports. The Palestinian women participants, particularly, mentioned that media reports 

have promoted their business and changed the general perception about the people who 

are doing business in such contexts. Similarly, Rasha stated that the media helped her to 

expand her business and increase her customers through showing her crochet toys which 

are unique and creative:  

After participation in the exhibition at the Women's Affairs Center, we had 

several interviews and reports by channels and news agencies. This has spread 

our work tremendously…they saw that we produce high-quality products and we 

were talking about our Facebook page everywhere. So, people contacted us 

through the online page from Jordan, UAE and America. We are trying now to 

open a line with Turkey. (Rasha, Palestine)  

One of the reasons which makes the media interested in talking about those women’s 

stories is that they have new ideas and innovative businesses. For example, Rana is 

renowned for her outstanding and unique work of making aluminium jewellery in 

Palestine and several reports became interested in writing about her entrepreneurial 

journey after the first published report. Another reason to report the stories of those 

women is when they work in male-dominated professions and break the traditional gender 

roles. Nadin stated that the Al-Jazeera channel made a report about her story when she 

became known as the first woman carpenter in Gaza and more reporters visited her 

carpentry. Sawsan, the first fisherwoman in Gaza as well, mentioned that reports in 

English and Arabic increased her self-esteem and respect from society. She mentioned 

that people from different parts of the world send her positive messages on Facebook that 

they feel proud of her courage. They encourage her to continue because she is “a good 

example of the Palestinian woman”. 

Moreover, international empathy for people living in those countries was another reason 

which helped the women in marketing their business: “The political conditions contribute 
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to earn the empathy of some customers so they buy because we live in Gaza” (Rasha, 

Palestine). Therefore, some participants consider this empathy as one of the opportunities 

available in a conflict zone which can help to successfully market their products/services 

internationally: “Sometimes it might be that customers outside Palestine feel sad towards 

us because of the difficult situation, so they buy. But it’s not always the case of course; I 

trust the quality of my products” (Dalal, Palestine). Some of them rely on the diasporic 

community where they help to sell/promote their products abroad, such as the case of 

Heba and Sally. People tend to show support and empathy, particularly if the business is 

owned by women, as clarified by Heba who considered that their contrasting story brings 

her more supporters:  

Afghanistan continued to be a major headline around the world and this helps us 

to market our products. By presenting them, especially made by women in 

Kandahar, there is social reception that brings more people to us because our 

story is strong in that sense. That out of a very severe conflict zone, these 

beautiful hand-made products are coming out and have quality. So, that contrast 

in itself helps us to attract that attention that we received. (Heba, Afghanistan)  

Other reasons raised by some participants for increased business opportunities abroad is 

that their countries have relatively low standards of living and costs compared to other 

countries, particularly the USA, Europe and the Gulf countries. So, this is other 

opportunity for them to find an international market. Some of the participants mentioned 

that they have been able to find a good market in which to offer their products/services at 

competitive prices as Maram explained:  

Our customers abroad are so happy, they say we couldn’t find prices such as 

yours or the quality of yours. Customers abroad are willing to pay and therefore 

we have no choice but succeed and provide the best possible quality. The prices 

we offer are related to our living standard. They have a higher living standard. 

For them, we are a treasure; we offer excellent quality and give them an excellent 

price, so for them it’s a golden opportunity. (Maram, Palestine) 
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6.3.1.4 Access to Finance  

Finance is mentioned by both men and women participants as one of the biggest 

challenge. However, women reported feeling more constrained by a lack of capital than 

men. Table 6.1 shows the different sources of finance for the participants at and post start-

up.  

Table 6.1: Business Finance at Start-Up and during Operation 

 

Country 
Pseudon

yms 
Finance at start-up Finance during operating 

Iraq Areej Family  Revenues, financial grant 

Palestine Dalal Savings and sister partnership Financial grants, revenues, sisters’ partnership 

Iraq Eman Family, savings Family, savings, revenues, brother partnership 

Iraq Fatima Family, savings Revenues, family 

Afghanistan Heba Was an NGO Kiva financial loans, family loans, revenues 

Iraq Laila Family, savings Family, savings, revenues 

Palestine Maram Family  Revenues 

Palestine Nadin Financial grant Revenues, financial grants 

Palestine Ola Financial grant, savings Revenues 

Palestine Rana Savings, family  Revenues, friend partnership 

Palestine Sawsan Family partnership 
Revenues, financial grants, bank loans, family 

partnership 

Palestine Rasha Savings Revenues, salary, buy on credit 

Afghanistan Razan Investor partnership, savings  Investor partnership, revenues 

Afghanistan Sally Savings and her husband Revenues, family partnership 

Afghanistan Walaa Friend partnership, savings  Friend partnership, revenues 

Palestine Siham Father partnership Financial grants, revenues, buy on credit 

Palestine Adel Savings  Bank loans and revenues 

Iraq Ahmed Bank loan Revenues 

Iraq Ali Savings 
Revenues, buy on credit, selling a house, 

friend partnership 

Iraq Anas Savings Revenues, bank loans 

Iraq Fahd Savings Savings, financial grants, revenues 

Afghanistan Hasan Savings, investor partnership Investor partnership, revenues 

Palestine Khaled Savings, a friend loan  
Salary, revenues, financial grants, family 

loans 

Palestine Maher Savings, friend’s partnership 
Loans, revenues, salary, buy on credit, 

friends’ partnership  

Afghanistan Nedal 
Savings, a friend loan, brother 

partnership, buy on credit 
Revenues, buy on credit, brother partnership 

Palestine Raji Financial grant, savings Savings, friends’ loans, revenues 

Palestine Saif Savings Revenues, financial grants, NGO partnership 

Afghanistan Sameh Savings, friends’ partnership Revenues, friends’ loans, friends’ partnership 

Afghanistan Zaher 
Savings, friends and family 

loan, friend partnership 
Revenues, friend partnership 

Afghanistan Ziad 
Family and friends’ loan, friend 

partnership 

Revenues, family and friends’ loan, investor 

partnership  
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According to Table 6.1, most the men participants started their business relying mainly 

on savings (12/14), combined with financial support from informal sources such as family 

and friends (7/14). Furthermore, most women started also relying on their savings (11/16) 

and on the financial support of the family (9/16). None of the participants started their 

business through loans from official institutions except for the Iraqi man, Ahmed, and 

most of them do not think they will apply in the near future. The participants indicated 

that they could not meet the criteria and conditions of those financial institutions such as 

repayment policies, high interest rates and required  guarantors. They considered the 

conditions for loans are difficult, even though the loan is small: “I went to the Ministry 

of Economics to ask for interest-free loan...it was difficult because they asked for three 

sponsors; two government sponsors and one UNRWA employee, and they also specified 

the banks of the government employees” (Nadin, Palestine). The volatile political and 

economic situation and unexpected life events with the difficult criteria for obtaining 

loans discouraged the participants from taking that risk: “I didn’t apply for loans and I 

won’t because the situation is difficult in Gaza. Assume something happens, how I will 

repay the loan, you have trust in your work and your success, but you couldn’t trust the 

situation, that you will make profits every month or not lose your business” (Dalal, 

Palestine).  

Despite the fact that both men and women expressed their concerns about repaying loans 

in the light of the difficult situation, women participants showed a greater concern and 

fear of not being able to repay: “Afghanistan market isn’t good, and also the situation 

isn’t good, so we don’t know if we could give it [loan] back or not” (Walaa, Afghanistan). 

Apart from Sawsan, who applied twice for loans, but is still struggling with the 

repayments, all participants confirmed their intention of not applying for loans from 

official financial institutions: 
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I’m not thinking to apply for any loans in the future because when you get loan 

you have to pay more than that money. I’m working hard and facing lots of 

problems. I earn money so hard and it's not good to pay them money that I'm 

earning by hard working. I don't have any permanent salary and I’m not sure 

about the money that I’m earning monthly so I’m not sure about paying back the 

money. (Sally, Afghanistan) 

 

The Afghan participants mentioned that there are few institutions in Afghanistan which 

provide finance, and they complained that the collateral requirements of those institutions 

are difficult to meet, particularly for start-ups, as Ziad explained: 

When you apply for a loan, they request you to give them something…Many start-

ups don't have a house or a car or something in a country like Afghanistan…We 

can apply for a loan, but we don't because the process isn’t that easy, they put a 

lot of pressure, and it would run out my peace of mind and if you don't have the 

peace of mind you couldn't run your business. We don't want a headache. (Ziad, 

Afghanistan)  

 

In addition, micro-finance institutions impose difficult conditions for start-ups, and the 

amount they offer is not feasible for a growing business as indicated by Heba: “...when 

they consider paying loans to women they think of a range of $500-1000…It’s too small 

of a loan…the interest rates are high 20%…The timeframe they give is just 3 months” 

(Heba, Afghanistan).  

Not only the risky environment but also the religious rules and principles played a role in 

the decision not to apply for loans. The participants try to do what is permitted (halal) 

and avoid what is forbidden (haram) when doing business because “At least, I know that 

I was doing right, and that God is helping the people who are doing right things so that 

was my only faith” (Zaher, Afghanistan). Most of the women (10/16) and half of men 

(6/14) mentioned they did not apply for non-interest free loans because of religious 

reasons: “I never went for loans because my father is very strict in that. Interest in Islam 

isn’t good; it will kill your business and everything and I also believe that with interest 

I’m not getting money because it's haram” (Nedal, Afghanistan). In other words, he will 

not witness an increase in his sales and profits. Similarly, Heba stated that: “…the interest 
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rates are high 20%. I’m a Muslim and I follow my faith and I know that paying interest 

is haram”. However, and in order to overcome this challenge, Heba has applied for other 

permitted sources of Islamic finance: “I applied for loans from Kiva, which is interest 

free and it was flexible enough and they gave us more than 12 months to pay off the loan 

and this happened twice”.  

On the other hand, the participants complained about the difficulties in finding local and 

diaspora investors. In Palestine, the small local market and the perceived risky 

environment result in investors imposing difficult conditions when giving their support 

to entrepreneurs: “their [local investors] conditions weren’t logical and realistic. If we 

were committed to them six years ago, I’m sure the business would have failed, and we 

couldn’t achieve profits and we weren’t be able to be independent the way we are now. 

We need to be smart when choosing the investor” (Maram, Palestine). Maram further 

explained that these conditions were not related to the fact that she is a woman, but the 

investor believes that “there are limited investment opportunities in Palestine, and as a 

result the entrepreneur might accept such conditions”. The lack of local investors is a 

serious problem which more than half of the Palestinian participants complained about 

and expressed their need to find such investors rather than applying for a bank loan: 

I need to find an investor as a partner in order to have agricultural company 

which produces roses within larger areas…he will enter as a partner with 10% 

or 15% profits...in case of making loss, you need to return the money at only a 2-

3% interest rate and this isn’t the same case for the banks, so it makes a huge 

difference for you. (Siham, Palestine) 

 

However, the perception of the problematic business environment in Afghanistan did not 

inhibit interest among local investors who entered into partnership with some participants, 

who have political contacts, although they still see women as less capable than men, as 

will be discussed later. Such investment could provide opportunities for entrepreneurs to 

start a business and succeed. However, since a stock market needs a relatively secure and 
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safe environment, the unavailability of such a market in Afghanistan hinders the growth 

of the participants’ businesses, which grow slower as Ziad stated that “this is the worst 

thing that not available in our country”.  

Nonetheless, and in order to avoid the need for finance from formal institutions and 

overcome any financial challenge, many of participants mentioned that their informal 

networks helped in that regard: “We got loans from our people from time to time when 

we had financial issues...We survived from that process, but it was hard. We were doing 

a lot of marketing and we were getting a lot of customers. We could still borrow money 

from friends” (Ziad, Afghanistan). The men participants were able to secure financial 

support from their male friends which was not available to women participants who relied 

mainly on financial support from the family:  

Many men get loans from their family or friends, so no interest or fees but we 

women don’t have that kind of networks to be able to borrow from friends. Many 

women aren’t wealthy in Afghanistan…My brothers and my mom together 

donated money into the business to keep it alive and luckily it has been able to 

survive beyond that. (Heba, Afghanistan) 

 

Furthermore, participants who started after they gained experience were able to finance 

their business through their savings. They utilised their social capital to gain access to 

more resources and market their products/services. This was evident where the more 

experienced participants have greater access to financial resources such as the case of 

Adel, Maher and Anas, who are the eldest among the men’s participants, and were able 

to finance their businesses through bank loans.  

Moreover, most of the participants (Adel, Ali, Anas, Fahd, Fatima, Hasan, Heba, Khaled, 

Maher, Nedal, Ola, Raji, Rasha, Razan, Saif, Walaa, Sameh, and Zaher) started while 

they had a part/full time job. This enabled them to take the risk and rely on those income 

sources in order to finance the business because of lack of formal financial resources:  
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I started this business while I was working in another private company and this 

gave me the security in case the business didn’t work…I used my salary to expand 

the business over five years before I quit the job. If the situation in Gaza is stable, 

I would have developed my company within two or three, but it took me a lot of 

time to do that. (Khalid, Palestine) 

 

Therefore, some of the participants are still relying on those income sources in order to 

overcome some of the anticipated challenges to sustain the business and to live a decent 

life when the business is struggling. Having other income sources was a main reason for 

their business surviving: 

If I wasn’t employed and had a monthly salary and I didn’t have the resource to 

cover the required expenses, instead of being patient for two years, I would have 

been patient for one year or six months before I closed the business. In the first 

year, my other job helped me a lot. (Ali, Iraq) 

 

In addition, some participants, particularly those in the technology sector, chose their 

business idea after careful consideration into which businesses do not need capital and 

are less risky in a conflict zone whose market has many problems and obstacles: “As 

computer engineers, we thought what we can do digital products. The cost and risk for 

anything digital is low and even if you don’t make profits, your loss is low, so you don’t 

get harm in the long term” (Maram, Palestine). Another strategy was to make use of the 

human capital available such as the help of family members or volunteering: “In the first 

months, some of the women volunteered and they didn’t get a salary but we quickly 

produced products and then we started selling and the money started to come in and we 

started to produce more and more” (Heba, Afghanistan). Thriftiness was also a different 

approach in facing the financial challenges as Ola explained: “When I lack cash flow, I 

try to ease the purchase of raw materials. For example, I can buy just the third of the raw 

materials and reduce my production until I sell what I have” (Ola, Palestine). Financial 

bootstrapping was an option in securing resources and avoiding external finance. For 

example, some participants worked in supermarkets (Saif) or as a taxi driver (Zaher) in 
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order to finance their start-up. Some of them started the business at home before moving 

outside (Eman, Khalid, Fahd, Zaher and Ziad): 

I started my business to support my family at home because I didn’t have money 

and my kids were young. I was making appetizers and food based on requests 

from my neighbours and relatives. Then, our sales increased and we started 

working with a wider community, particularly with oil companies in Iraq so I 

moved out…Now, I have 15 women working with me. (Eman, Iraq) 

 

Other participants started with offering their services with reasonable prices or providing 

support services, especially in situations such as “…the technology market in Afghanistan 

was almost monopoly when we entered the business but it was one of the challenges too 

but focusing more on the customer support, we would give people more support for less 

money and that has helped me more…” (Ziad, Afghanistan). This helped the participants 

to attract more new customers and gain their loyalty. In addition, savings were important 

in order to manage difficult times: “In order to avoid or overcome any financial difficulty, 

I save money from the revenues for the business so I can use those savings for any 

emergency” (Raji, Palestine). The paucity of resources was not a factor to deter 

entrepreneurship activities but a motivation to work on creating new solutions for this 

scarcity (Cheung & Kwong, 2017). The participants utilised bricolage strategies to seize 

opportunities which are crucial to their survival: 

I made a small prototype, one-meter square, and bought the nutrient solutions 

from Israel which are expensive. Then, I used the available alternatives in the 

Palestinian market and used the University laboratory to do my experiments. I 

make a local nutrient solution which is much cheaper than the Israeli one and I 

sell it to the [Palestinian] farmers. (Saif, Palestine) 

 

Rana has a very interesting example of how she was able to start and develop a business 

out of necessity to financially support her family without any kind of resources as she 

explained: 

I decided to start my own business from the old accessories in 2002, from the 

accessories of my neighbours and my friends who didn’t need them. I went, for 

example, to shops where they have accessories which are used, damaged or old 
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and bought them cheaply…and sold them again…small and simple things 

without any capital...If there were women’s gatherings then my friends and 

relatives invited me to sell my accessories or they sold them on my behalf…When 

I participated in exhibitions at Universities, the academics gave me their old 

accessories and I changed them, from earrings   to bracelets, I mean I made them 

more modern so they can wear them again…In 2005-2006, I developed my work 

and used gems, it was difficult in the beginning because they were so expensive 

unless I got them from others who don’t need them, when I reused them. I stayed 

doing that till 2010 but with development, I mean making new models, I had some 

capital, so I started to buy new gems. (Rana, Palestine) 

 

Furthermore, few participants (Ali, Maher, Nidal, Rasha and Siham) rely on their 

relationships with stakeholders to avoid seeking finance from formal institutions: “We 

didn’t apply for any loans, we paid part of the costs in cash and we used personal cheques 

to pay the remaining from the business profit. We paid them back after 5 months of the 

business creation…and that was easier than the loan process and bank commitments” 

(Siham, Palestine). They build trust with their stakeholders which helped them to buy on 

credit: “My suppliers have trust in me and they issue tickets on credit for me so I never 

applied for loans from banks” (Nidal, Afghanistan).  

In addition, more than half of the participants (17/30) entered into a partnership in order 

to gain access to more resources and overcome different challenges. Most of them (11/18) 

started their business with partners which was significant for their start-ups, others (Adel, 

Ali, Eman, Zaher, Rana and Saif) went for such options when they faced difficulties with 

the survival of the business: “I was frustrated, I had either to have a partner or to close 

my business, so I decided to go for the first option to avoid more losses. My partner helped 

me financially and he has strong social relations in the market so this expanded our 

work” (Ali, Iraq). Partnership was particularly important to sustain the business among 

the Afghan and Palestinian participants, who mainly partnered with their families or 

friends: 

Among three of us, someone is in charge of accounting, the other does the follow-

up with the customers, and the third one is doing the marketing and 

advertising…he has many relationships in Nablus…schools sometimes ask for 
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our services because of me…let's say each one has his own customers...The 

reason for the success of our partnership is that we have the same mentality…We 

have defined what each one has to do…each one knows his job and his field, and 

no one meddle in others job…we complement each other. (Maher, Palestine) 

 

Furthermore, one of the characteristics of conflict countries is that they are highly 

dependent on grants and international assistance. Therefore, the participants benefited 

from supporting programmes for entrepreneurs, particularly in Palestine. Only one 

participant in Iraq, Eman, received a financial grant from an American organisation which 

enabled her to register her business, move outside the house and start offering her 

products to big companies: “I was the only business which employs women, so the funding 

agency was interested to encourage me to succeed” (Eman, Iraq).  

In Palestine, all participants showed awareness of the availability of social support for 

entrepreneurs: “Financial grants are available, so I prefer to apply for them rather than 

loans” (Khaled, Palestine). With the exception of two men participants, all Palestinians 

were beneficiaries of local and international financial and/or managerial support which 

enabled them to start and grow their businesses. The financial grants enabled the 

participants to grow their businesses faster by overcoming the lack of access to finance: 

I got a grant of USD 17,000 which provided me with a cooling room…it was one 

of the problems I faced. I had a small refrigerator to cool the Damask roses after 

cutting…with a capacity of maximum 2,000 roses. Because of the grant, I worked 

on the construction of a large cooling room with a capacity of about 50,000 roses 

and a greenhouse and other tools. (Siham, Palestine)  

 

On the other hand, it is noticeable that businesses which did not get any financial support, 

took longer to grow. Rana, who started her business in 2002 and was working at home, 

moved out in 2012 when she started a partnership as she lacked financial capial and 

wanted to expand her new business’s line, making aluminium jewellery. 
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6.3.1.5 Infrastructure  

Infrastructure in conflict zones has been a major problem for entrepreneurship and limits 

the range and diversity of entrepreneurial activities (Desai, 2011). The participants in all 

the three countries complained that the physical infrastructure is not strong enough to 

support their businesses. For instance, the internet and power cut problems in the three 

countries negatively affect the operation of the business. The participants, particularly 

those working in the technology sector, complained about the high price of the internet 

while the internet speed is not high enough to work effectively. Based on the World Bank 

Group’s Enterprise Surveys, lack of electricity is the number one business environment 

constraint faced by entrepreneurs working in conflict zones (World Bank, 2010). The 

daily power cut for more than eight hours in Gaza has negatively affected the productivity 

and profitability of the participants’ businesses. This has also influenced their credibility 

and financial status as Ola complained: 

My business is based on selling designs online, uploading them to the website 

takes time and the electricity supply is bad and always getting cut. So, I have to 

give later dates to my customers and this affects my credibility. So, I lose many 

of them because I tell them about the electricity and internet issues in Gaza. Some 

customers understand the situation while others say this isn’t my problem. I 

experienced many situations where customers withdrew while I was working 

hard on the designs and I couldn’t sell them again. This increases my financial 

problems because I need to sell those designs and have cash flow. (Ola, 

Palestine)  

 

Therefore, some participants tried to find alternative sources of power, for example, using 

LEDs, solar power or generators. The participants who use LEDs, such as Rasha and 

Dalal, which are much cheaper than generators were concerned that this will affect their 

vision and their inability to work on certain colors such as black during the night which 

would reduce their productivity. Furthermore, fuel is not always available, as in Gaza 

because of the blockade, and such solutions increase expenses as Raji grumbled: “I have 

around 25% of my monthly income just for the generator. My monthly income is about 
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USD 500, but I have to pay USD 200 for the generator because my work relies mainly on 

electricity. It’s a disaster” (Raji, Palestine). The high cost of such alternative sources of 

power can be more difficult for start-ups Ziad demonstrated:  

Electricity is still a challenge. The prices are high too and electricity affects the 

business; we are spending  around USD 400 only on generators. So, if the 

government could provide 24/7 services, the cost will be lower. It is okay we can 

do something but for start-ups to pay USD 400 for the fuel it is a big disaster, 

they could not afford it. (Ziad, Afghanistan) 

Moreover, as discussed in Chapter 4, Palestinians receive far less usable water whether 

for drinking, hygiene and irrigation than the Jewish settlements built on their land 

(Musleh, 2013). They have limited access to sufficient water supplies which are 

“expensive because it’s scarce, and Israel controls everything and decides the prices and 

how much water to consume” (Saif, Palestine). The difficulty for Palestinians in the West 

Bank lies in a lack of access to local and underground water resources situated under their 

lands and the restrictions imposed from the Israeli government on using them (ANERA, 

2011), which has a negative effect on the agriculture sector: 

This is one of our major obstacles. It’s easy to build rainwater collection cisterns, 

but you need Israeli authorisation and you can’t go deeper than 7 meters which 

isn’t enough. If you build deeper, Israeli army will destroy them, requisition the 

land or detain the owner. So, we have to buy water which is expensive. (Siham, 

Palestine) 

In addition, other infrastructure issues such as shipping and payment systems are still 

underdeveloped in these countries and they affect ways of doing business: “While we have 

the best technology services available at the time, the other infrastructure hinders our 

growth such the shipping. If there isn’t shipping system, what could that technology 

means to me then!” (Walaa, Afghanistan). Her fellow citizen, Heba, mentioned that she 

uses social media to overcome some of those challenges which could make 

communication easier: 

It’s so much more affordable to use social media. We have been working with the 

designer in North Carolina whose is interested in our work and she wants 
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products to be created for them. We don't have the shipping facility to ship every 

product for them to make their observations and suggestions and send it back. 

So, we use WhatsApp to take snapchat of the product to communicate with them 

instantly and it’s helping us to save time and money and communicate regularly 

which we won’t be able to if we didn't have this. (Heba, Afghanistan)   

Online payments are also problematic since they are still not popular as few banks offer 

this service and people still feel hesitant and insecure in using. Fahd mentioned that online 

payments such as PayPal are not supported in Iraq and this impacts negatively on selling 

his products internationally. Bank transfers are also difficult and this creates obstacles to 

encouraging investment in those countries and affects marketing efforts, particularly for 

customers abroad. Khaled, for example, mentioned that he faces a difficulty with money 

transfer since “not everyone accepts to transfer through Western Union and they feel 

afraid of accountability to transfer money to countries with political instability”. So, the 

investment and improvement in infrastructure, as mentioned by the participants, can 

increase the number of people who start a business, as indicated by Hasan:  

Payment system such as PayPal, MasterCard, there is no e-commerce. So, 

infrastructure is directly affecting enterprises and entrepreneurs in the country. 

If the government invest more in the infrastructure, I believe that the number of 

entrepreneurs will increase in the coming years. We have a lot of passionate 

people who want to do something in the future, but they know the infrastructure 

problems such as investments, payments, electricity, etc. (Hasan, Afghanistan)  

Therefore, investment in infrastructure can help the participants to work and grow more 

as mentioned by Ali previously and confirmed by Khaled:  

Infrastructure has developed over the last two years in Gaza during 2015 and 

2016. For example, Sea Street became another world. Qatar projects in Gaza 

USD 400 million for the reconstruction and development of roads, hospitals and 

homes. That money, for sure, made people and the contracting companies work 

and we also worked with the Qatari Gaza  Reconstruction Committee. All 

benefited, Alhamdulillah. (Khaled, Palestine) 

 

6.3.1.6 Security Issues 

Lack of security was one of the critical challenges which was mentioned frequently by 

the participants as negatively affecting the operation of their business. The participants in 
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the three countries stated that the security situation, for instance random explosions and 

attacks, closures of roads or security checkpoints, directly affects every aspect of their 

lives. Such situations steal their peace of mind and certainty which are necessary in order 

to focus and succeed, and also affects their efforts in marketing and utilising resources.     

In Iraq, the participants talked about the security situation after 2014 when ISIS seized 

control of parts of Iraqi cities and its consequences regarding the economic and financial 

crisis and the withdrawal of many companies and organisations: “I offered catering 

services to big oil companies working in Iraq. My business was growing and expanding 

until 2013 when those companies started to leave the country because of the security 

situation. This has decreased my work and increased my financial problems” (Eman, 

Iraq). Also, few participants in Afghanistan mentioned that since the military withdrawal 

from their country in 2014 security issues had become more challenging for them. This 

has affected the demand for certain products and services such as travel agencies and led 

to business closures: 

It was the time that the security wasn’t good, and the foreigners were leaving 

Afghanistan. So, our focus was foreigners’ clients and that's why the business 

failed. We planned to make it a local business, but the problem was nobody knew 

what food delivery service was at that time, even our close friends didn't know so 

it was a big risk to continue that with the local people. (Sameh, Afghanistan)  

 

In Palestine, the participants mentioned that living under occupation and the inability of 

the PA to protect them against Israeli practices causes concern for the survival of their 

businesses. Israeli procedures against people either through confiscation, closure or 

inspection of businesses, land and other resources, without the protection of the PA, 

makes it difficult for them to start and run a successful business such as in the case of 

Maher:  

The Israelis came to our place for an inspection and took the hard drive, more 

than 1000 designs they took, they want to know what we are doing, what we are 

printing…there was a second copy but they took it as well…in such a situation 



173 

 

you think, it’s terrifying most of the time, where is the stability, where is 

protection, this is a problem. At any time, 12 pm or 12 am, they might come and 

close our business. Any small or large business, there is no security that I can 

continue my business, what you should tell them, we don’t have a state which can 

protect us…where is our protection! We don’t have any. (Maher, Palestine)  

 

The participants expressed their concerns about wars and the frequent violent incidents 

which slow and/or stop their businesses and that they can completely or partially ruin 

them: “Everything stopped during the wars. I faced many financial problems after that; 

I had to pay rents and salaries and other financial commitments. I didn’t have any 

revenues and people still weren’t ready to take any training” (Raji, Palestine). The 

security situation was mentioned particularly in Afghanistan where the participants have 

to travel for certain procedures in order to process legal issues as discussed 

previously :“We need to go to several places, each office is far from others, you might 

get a taxi…very difficult…God knows which time that [explosions] can happen” (Nedal, 

Afghanistan). All Afghan men participants mentioned that this was one of the reasons 

their families were discouraging them from starting a business. The security situation 

remains uncertain and changes too rapidly for a business to survive, and the bombings 

and attacks can happen at any time which put their lives at risk. Therefore, they are 

advised to travel abroad and stay safe. Despite that, the participants insisted on staying in 

Afghanistan and starting a business to contribute and make changes to the Afghan 

economy.  

In the Palestinian case, the problems related to the fishing sector such as sea pollution and 

the six-mile fishing zone limit by the Israelis, have led to overfishing in a small area and 

a decreased fish population. Furtheremore, people fishing in Gaza are not protected 

against fire from the Israeli Navy. Sawsan mentioned that she “…faced different times 

being shot though I was fishing within the six-mile restriction…it happened once also that 

they seized a boat with a motor and fishing net since three years” (Sawsan, Palestine).  
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Uncertain security and its consequences in terms of road closures and bureaucracy affect 

operation and marketing efforts: “Sometimes deliveries to my customers in Baghdad or 

other cities can be delayed when there are roads closure and many checkpoints” (Laila, 

Iraq). Another problem mentioned is the delay in logistics services and money transfers 

which “usually take longer times, and sometimes returned back due to heavy inspection” 

(Fahd, Iraq) and the policies targeting countries with political instability.  

Moreover, the political situation and lack of security affect the availability of and access 

to resources. For example, the insecurity and risks resulted in local investors imposing 

difficult conditions on entrepreneurs in order to secure their own interests as was the 

experience of Maram. However, the security situation has affected women more than 

men, for example, mobility restrictions which prevented them from devoting more time 

to their businesses. Such insecurity situations could affect the ability of women to survive 

and succeed (Ritchie, 2014):  

When I started the business, I had to work too much hard and too many hours so 

I came back home late like 8 or 9 pm and my father was worried and not happy 

about that, he told me he won’t let me to go to the shop anymore because I’m 

coming late, and we solved the problem so I go back home at 6 pm and my fiancé 

goes to the shop and stay till 9 pm. (Sally, Afghanistan) 

 

Due to security concerns, women could face more difficulties to access resources and 

improve their skills even if they have intentions to start a business. For example, Siham 

revealed that her family was hesitant to allow her to go to another city for training because 

of the political situation. Thus, the external environment can affect the overall 

effectiveness of interventions aim promote women entrepreneurship in conflict zones.  

There were women who lost their places in the grant competition because their 

families refused to let them go for the training...I told my father if you are afraid, 

come with me...he went the first time with me and I told him you see the place is 

fine, the way is safe. I was working to change his thinking. He went twice and 

then he allowed me to go alone, he accepted that gradually, intransigence will 

not help, as a girl you need to have a strategy to change the ways of thinking of 

your family. (Siham, Palestine)  
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Overall, the discussion above gives an indication of the uncertainty and lack of protection 

the participants have, and the fact that there is no guarantee that they can keep and 

maintain their lives and businesses. Ziad explained how living in a conflict zone affects 

running a business:  

If people are living in peace of mind, they could create a lot of things, they could 

innovate, they could work, do business in peace of mind and they don't have any 

worries. But, these problems, for example, if I tell you that in USA there are 

thousands of tens of thousands of agencies working on entrepreneurial field, both 

for financial support, for training, for a lot of other things but in Afghanistan 

when you counted currently, maybe 20 or 25 agencies and it was almost most of 

them are coming from the other countries. So, of course if the political situation 

was good, we could have thousands of them. (Ziad, Afghanistan) 

 

Therefore, some participants rely on other investments or the jobs of other family member 

so they have had a less fear of failure and tend to take risks because they have other 

income sources. They consider them as a “safety valve”, such as Fahd who has 

partnership with other pharmacists in the private sector, and Maram:  

I didn’t have the fear of failure…he [my husband] always asked me just to 

try…and told me even if I lose, it’s not a problem as he will bear the loss and 

protect me. He has a job which in the social sense is security…this has helped 

me to start and continue. (Maram, Palestine)  

 

Political instability, a limited local market and the resulting difficult economic conditions 

create fear among the participants of relying mainly on the business. In Gaza particularly, 

the participants mentioned that they can lose their business and everything when there is 

a war: 

Private business is an adventure because we are controlled by many variables. 

You can invest big capital in a business and suddenly your business collapses or 

a war may happen as we are constantly under threat…People feel afraid…If 

external marketing was easy, I would leave my government job because the 

business would be more feasible...I usually use my salary to pay for my PhD 

tuition fees, my son's expenses and to finance my business. (Rasha, Palestine)  
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On the other hand, ten of the participants (Ahmed, Ali, Dalal, Khaled, Nadin, Ola, Raji, 

Sawsan, Saif, and Sameh) mentioned that they prefer to have a permanent job and run 

their business at the same time. This is because they feel more secure and they can finance 

their business in case of need as Ola stated. However, when they were asked to choose 

between their business or the permanent job, all of them confirmed that their business is 

a priority.  

Sometimes I don’t have sales for two or three months, so I don’t have cash flow. 

In some circumstances I had to apply for a loan from the Bank, but unfortunately 

it was rejected…I was most frustrated; I needed cash to run my business, the loan 

was rejected, and no one could afford to lend me money, even one Shekel, 

because there was a salary crises. (Ola, Palestine) 

 

6.3.2 Understanding the Normative Institutional Dimension of Entrepreneurship 

6.3.2.1 Gender Roles 

All women and men participants agreed that protracted conflict has increased the number 

of working women. They explained that long periods of war and their serious 

consequences have created the opportunity for women to share responsibilities with men. 

The participants talked about how difficult economic conditions have changed the 

situation for women over time:  

If we think of customs and traditions 20 years ago, they are different from now. 

The tradition may have been that a woman was prohibited from going out and 

working, but now there is freedom to move and take decisions because of 

technology, raising awareness and our difficult situation. I notice most of the 

women who study or are employed are the ones who are asked for marriage 

because the economic situation is bad in Palestine. (Maher, Palestine)  

 

This was further confirmed by the Palestinian woman, Rana, who started her business in 

2002. She compared what she has observed over time since the time when she started: 

“Currently, women are doing more businesses than men. Before, it was only me selling 

in the American University in Jenin…and sometimes with other lady…and the rest were 

men. But now the situation is different, you find that all are women and only one man or 
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two men” (Rana, Palestine), despite the fact that all of those women she mentioned have 

traditional businesses. 

In Afghanistan, and after the fall of the Taliban regime which imposed rigid gender 

policies, women are pushing for their place in the rebuilding of their country. They made 

their re-entry into economic and public spheres after 2001 (Ahmad-Ghosh, 2013), and 

gained more space to participate in economic activities as demonstrated by Heba:  

With the financial crisis, it’s difficult for people to take care of so many more 

widows and orphans in their communities. So, conflict created space for 

understanding that it’s okay for women to work and provide for their families 

and that's actually an honourable work rather setting in the street and begging 

or selling their bodies for sexual pleasure…I think conflict has make it acceptable 

for people to accept that women can work outside the home and that's not the 

end of the world. (Heba, Afghanistan) 

 

Despite the increasing number of women who are starting a business, there are still key 

social and cultural institutional voids. Women and men participants assert that women 

still face greater challenges since the cultural norms and traditions restrict their roles and 

nature of the business they can run. All participants mentioned that societies appreciate 

women who work to financially support their families as long as they do not break the 

traditions: “I have 15 women working with me and they need money to support their 

families, however, their families don’t accept them to deal directly with customers” 

(Eman, Iraq). Still, the perception is that women have less capabilities to run businesses 

than men which in turn restricts the ability of women to grow their businesses:  

They preferred men more than women. It happened with me more than once, I 

offered a bidding with a lower price and a man won it because we still live in a 

patriarchal society in this field [catering]. They don’t expect a woman can serve 

1,500 people…Then, I was forced to apply using my brother’s name and we got 

the contract. (Eman, Iraq) 

 

However, the women mentioned that the perception of women’s work in the private sector 

depends on the area where they live, where in rural areas women still face more 

challenges than in urban ones: “Now there is a big change, I mean since 2014 the girl 
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can work in a mall, in clothes shop…but this is in Basra Province, but in the Southern 

regions the women still aren’t allowed to work outside the house, people are still 

conservative” (Areej, Iraq). In Palestine, the situation in big cities is better for women 

than in villages and camps or other conservative governorates. Cultural practices that 

prohibit women from independent movement within camp settings (Darychuk & Jackson, 

2015) could be a major obstacle for women to expand their networks and grow their 

businesses. For example, Nadin said that her family now feels proud of her achievements, 

however, they still control her movement: “So far, the biggest constraint in my life is that 

my workshop is in the camp. I can earn more money if I move my workshop to Gaza city, 

but my brothers prevent me to do that though I’m 45 years old” (Nadin, Palestine). 

The negative perception of women entrepreneurs  was frequently mentioned by all Afghan 

women: “I have 3 men cleaners and when I talk to them they aren’t happy about having 

a woman boss who gives them orders but they need money since they were jobless” (Sally, 

Afghanistan). For women entrepreneurs, it is a greater challenge to identify and approach 

investors who can value their business, as Heba explained from her personal experience:  

Initially, people thought I was joking, men especially, they never took me or any 

of the women seriously. One of my friends, who is a businessman, told me ‘why 

you are wasting your time, this will never survive'…mainly because I’m a woman. 

He didn't think that I had the sense of knowing how to run a business and the fact 

that we are selling women's goods made by women, there is no value to it…for 

them it doesn't seem to be a business idea. (Heba, Afghanistan) 

 

In addition, the venture capital suppliers are primarily men, so the similar gender 

composition makes it more challenging for women to reach them (Brush et al., 2002). 

Therefore, the less favourable image of women as entrepreneurs and the fewer women-

owned properties affects their ability to access resources and their credibility among 

formal finance resources (Van Osnabrugge and Robinson 2000): 

Most of the resources is dominated and controlled by men themselves and they 

can trust each other more than women in terms of capability. For example, we 

have a rich investor who is a man but basically, he believes that only a man can 
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manage a business not a woman. That's why it’s easier for a man to access 

financial resources because it’s controlled by them somehow. Private investors 

are the best option and almost all of them are men. That's why they believe they 

can trust the capabilities of another man compare to a woman. (Razan, 

Afghanistan)  

 

Gender stereotypes in Afghanistan are a particularly strong manifestation of the situation 

in other conservative countries, where social and economic forces reinforce each other in 

sustaining the underprivileged position of women (Beath et al., 2013). This negative 

perception was emphasised for the women who are working in certain sectors such as 

technology. The common gender norms that women could not work in certain arenas 

made it more difficult for them to gain credibility and access markets: “When I go to 

meetings and they realise that I’m the project manager, they feel afraid of giving me the 

full trust because I’m a woman. However, when they work with me and earn revenues, 

they build the trust in my work and they come back” (Maram, Palestine).  

This was further discussed by the women who started a business in male monopoly fields 

in conservative societies such as the research context. An example is Nadin from Gaza 

whose family and community disapproved of her choice of business: “The society’s 

perception was tough, they were making fun of me and my abilities. They were doubting 

that a woman can do carpentry. They were calling me a man because I work with 

machines. I had an urgent and difficult situation, so I had to work” (Nadin, Palestine). 

The perception of women entrepreneurs might lead women themselves to believe that 

they are less capable of starting and running a business. Nonetheless, previous experience 

was an enabling factor in overcoming this self-perception and increasing the self-

confidence of the women, despite the discouraging families and the negative perceptions 

of their societies. This was emphasised by the women who broke accepted gender roles: 

“I didn’t have the self-confidence that I will succeed because I was the only woman in the 

field, and I had many competitors. However, my previous experience for years has helped 
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me to believe in myself and I insisted to be successful because I wanted to challenge men” 

(Nadin, Palestine). Therefore, women reported that they have to perseve more and work 

harder than men in such contexts in order to overcome the traditional view of gender 

roles, notably all women in Afghanistan and the women in Palestine who work in male-

dominated fields:  

There were many people watching to see whether we can survive an operation 

which is mainly started, maintained and run by women. So, I have to continue to 

make it successful because I don’t want to give the opportunity for men to think 

she failed. So, I go and do anything and everything in my capability to prove to 

the men that we women are capable of it…Now, fortunately, I have several men 

calling me throughout Kandahar province, to say if I want their investment in 

my business and of course I rejected because again I know their intention isn’t 

to help the women, and I don't want them to take the profits from the women's 

hands. (Heba, Afghanistan)  

 

The women’s perseverance combined with family support played a significant role in 

overcoming such challenges and increasing the women’s self-confidence to start and run 

a business as further explained by Heba: “He [her father] never made me think twice 

about my gender being a blockage to me and after that I was lucky enough to marry a 

man who equally believes that I’m no less than him, in fact sometimes he promotes me 

more than himself” (Heba, Afghanistan). The women participants discussed extensively 

the role of their families in their start-ups and their journey to success as the biggest social 

support for them in terms of emotional, financial and cognitive support which helped 

them to face difficulties:  

My late father was the main supporter and encourager in my life…he asked us 

to learn to drive in case we bought a car to use for buying raw materials and the 

delivery of products. We didn’t have a generator, so he bought one for us to work 

on embroidery. He installed leds, so we can expand our work more and more. 

Family support is very important for women, more than men in Gaza. For 

example, if my father was not supportive, he would have prevented us from going 

out and moving freely, from going to Jabalia, Khan-Younis to work. My father 

was open-minded, and he helped us a lot. (Dalal, Palestine) 

 

Not only with the business but generally the women participants mentioned that their 

family played an important role in their lives: 
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When I got divorced, I didn’t know anything about life, I had stayed at home all 

the time...My father told me I should do something, study at university or look for 

job...He was the reason that I went out, engaged with society and changed, 

without him I could have stayed at home and still known nothing about life…I 

wish he was still alive to see my achievements. (Nadin, Palestine)   

 

The women relied mainly on their male informal network to support their business 

through the provision of advice or guidance, reaching wider social networks and gaining 

credibility:  

My husband is my ‘godfather’. I rely on him for marketing my company; he was 

a digital marketing manager and he made it easier for me to reach his social 

contacts. If he wasn’t here, it would have developed less quickly...what helped 

our company at the start was that when we applied for a proposal in his name, 

they took it more seriously. (Maram, Palestine)   

   

Therefore, some women partnered mainly with their families. One reason was to 

overcome the stereotype about women entrepreneurs such as in the case of Eman who 

partnered with her brother to offer catering services. Another reason was to access more 

information and networks: 

I didn’t have the financial capital to buy other machines, so my partner and I 

decided to buy jewellery making machines together. This has had great benefits 

for me and without my partner I would have faced more obstacles. We exchange 

ideas and models and each looks after the business when one of us is travelling...I 

rely on him sometimes, based on his wide social networks, to market my products 

and stay updated on any exhibitions and workshops. (Rana, Palestine) 

 

Some women participants regarded their business as their child who needed support to 

grow through its early difficult years, as Heba stated: “…my child might have some 

troubles but that doesn't mean you just let it go, so you help it and you support it as much 

as you can and hope that the child will grow” (Heba, Afghanistan) which adds to their 

persistence. Another woman, Nadin, has the same feelings towards her business. As a 

woman, who was the first in Palestine to work in a male-dominated job such as carpentry, 

she had to face society’s unhelpful perceptions. However, her resilience led her to win 

the labour election in the Middle Area in Gaza in 2018:   
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I wanted to challenge myself and the traditions, to challenge men, that a woman 

could work as a carpenter…I considered my personality was weak and I was 

unable to defend my rights, this profession gave me many things and the 

motivation to change my whole personality and to be more persistent…This 

carpentry is like my son which I don’t have. I’m mad about my work. When I 

work with my carpentry, I become absent from the world…I consider the 

machines as my children, the story of my life. I’m even in love with the smell of 

wood I work on. I go home exhausted and sleep immediately. (Nadin, Palestine) 

 

In the opinions of participants, societies need time to change and accept new gender 

norms and roles, as Sawsan explained: 

When people see me wearing fishermen clothes or installing a motor or driving 

a boat, they wonder and start asking me questions…They go home and tell their 

families there is a fisherwoman then they come and see me...But with time people 

got used to it and it became normal for them. They choose sometimes to support 

and encourage me. (Sawsan, Palestine) 

 

Not only did women face problems because of traditional gender roles, but also men who 

started their business while they were young faced obstacles whereby their societies tried 

to demotivate them and ruin their work. In Afghanistan, all men participants started when 

they were less than 25 years old. This was one of the reasons that their families did not 

support their decision and this also affected their ability to access finance:  

I don't want to complain, I wish I had support from the beginning. My family was 

against my decision to start a business, I was 18 or 19 years old when I started. 

They thought I’m still young and I was asking my father to support me financially 

but he thought of course I cannot grow the business so I would end up bankrupt. 

(Ziad, Afghanistan)  

 

In Palestine, some participants mentioned the same problem that some people and 

professionals tried to demotivate them and expected their failure because they were young 

and lacked the experience to run a business under the problematic conditions existing in 

Palestine. However, such perceptions have motivated them to work harder and to 

challenge those people: 

Many people waited for my failure, there were people who bet on the failure of 

the Centre and myself. Because they are failures and didn’t achieve what they 
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wanted, they wondered how I would run my business while aged 24 and in Gaza. 

They thought they were older than me, better than me, know more than me and 

that I’m still young. It was out of envy and jealousy more than professional. They 

couldn’t do it, so they started to demotivate me. (Raji, Palestine) 

There was a bet by many people on my failure, that I would fail, and my business 

would not continue because I was still young. One of them is an agricultural 

engineer who was working in the Gulf aged 75 years, so I’m the age of his 

grandchildren, people were talking about me out of jealousy, he started a war, 

he tried to ruin my reputation and my work…but I silenced him with my big 

achievements on the ground. I challenge anyone in Palestine who could have 

come up with my nutrient solution… (Saif, Palestine) 

6.3.2.2 Social Legitimacy of Entrepreneurship 

As discussed previously, entrepreneurship flourishes in a culture that is characterised by 

strong formal institutional support such as regulations, access to finance and support 

services (Martinelli, 2004). However informal institutions can play a stronger role in 

shaping entrepreneurial attitudes and behaviour than formal institutional contexts (Bosma 

& Schutjens, 2011; Kibler & Kautonen, 2014; Kibler et al., 2014). Social legitimacy of 

entrepreneurship which means that entrepreneurial activity is ‘desirable, proper or 

appropriate’ (Suchmann, 1995: 574) within a society is a core element of entrepreneurship 

culture (Fritsch & Wyrwich, 2014). The findings revealed that the environment in all 

three countries is culturally unconducive toward entrepreneurship, regardless of gender. 

Socio-cultural forces such as the social acceptance of business failure and the presence of 

entrepreneurial role models influence early-stage entrepreneurship (Bosma et al., 2012; 

Vaillant & Lafuente, 2007): “I didn’t have enough confidence I could run such a business. 

I mean I could start but I didn’t know where I will reach. I had also a fear of social stigma 

in the event of failure because you know how people perceive the failed person” (Ola, 

Palestine).   

The participants from the three countries were pushed into entrepreneurship because of 

push economic factors or because of a rising business trend. However, most of the 

participants reported little or discouraging support from family, friends and government. 

Few revealed that they studied their majors based on their scores in high school or because 
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of their family’s desire for them to secure high-grade governmental jobs which could 

impact on the motivation to get involved in entrepreneurial activities and its legitimacy 

as a career:   

People thought I was playing when I started my business, especially my family. 

Other people sent me links for job opportunities. There is social acceptance only 

for jobs, they think that I studied for 4 years in order to find a job at the end…then 

they started to understand that we are not wasting our time; we are really 

working. We don’t sleep sometimes because we are working hard. (Maram, 

Palestine)  

 

Therefore, the general attitude in these countries is that public sector employment can 

serve as a bulwark against economic uncertainty, protracted instability and a volatile 

security environment:  

They were asking me why do I make myself tired, why I don’t go and look for a 

job, I have a university certificate…particularly I was in training at the Ministry 

of Agriculture and my chance to get a job on a daily basis was good but I 

refused…All employees blamed me that this job is security…they don’t 

understand that the business is much better than the permanent job; you receive 

2,000 Shekels per month while my business offers me a net profit of 7,000 

Shekels. (Siham, Palestine)  

 

Another reason for the lack of social legitimacy of entrepreneurship in conflict zones is 

that businesses operating in unstable political environments exhibit a higher risk threshold 

than those in stable countries. The risky environment and lack of security were the main 

reasons given for the participants to face a discouraging family and society, as indicated 

by Nedal:  

My dad was denying us to start this business, he was calling us crazy because my 

brother and I left our jobs and decided to start a business. I asked him to lend us 

money but he refused. Instead, he bought a land…There was no sales in the first 

days so he was blaming us every time because we didn't accept his advice. By the 

end of the month we had much profits so he said oh this is a good business. Then 

he encouraged us and offered to sell his land if we need money. Fortunately, till 

now we didn't need that. (Nedal, Afghanistan) 

 

In addition to security and economic problems, international agencies are working on 

implementing programmes to create short-term jobs and promote peace. Therefore, some 
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of the cases here faced families and friends who discouraged starting a business because 

they believed in the continued availability of those temporary jobs. However, some of 

those discouraging people who lost their jobs or could not find a job started working in 

the participants’ businesses:  

My classmate from university were always making fun of me, I can’t do this, I 

can’t compete in the market, and now those classmates are working for me in my 

company. So, now they understand it and they accept it. My relatives were 

making fun of me, just go and work for this job…Now, my relatives are working 

for me and asking me for a job. (Zaher, Afghanistan) 

 

This was also the perception for most of the participants who started their business out of 

necessity or after getting work experience. They mentioned that they were advised as 

graduates to look for a job opportunity rather than risk their resources in a business which 

might not work in such a complex environment. Therefore, the preference for starting a 

business was created after the participants volunteered or worked, when they realised that 

the job would limit themselves, their abilities and income. This implies the importance of 

providing greater encouragement of entrepreneurship at schools and universities, and 

sharing such success stories:  

I'm happy with my business, I frankly prefer business because I tried jobs. I feel 

very happy because I have made right mark in my life and people have known 

me and I have never regretted that I didn’t have a job. I often went to a job and 

I didn’t feel comfortable…it was tiring especially when I had small kids. (Rana, 

Palestine) 

 

Nevertheless, facing such challenges has contributed to the perseverance of the 

participants. They have had to rely on themselves and challenge the negative social 

perception of entrepreneurial careers in conflict zones. This was a major factor in them 

persisting and working harder to prove themselves and become successful despite their 

age, previous failures, experience or the political situation. Nedal provides a delightful 

example: 

He [father] didn’t expect we will succeed…I was very fit, 78 kilograms, but when 

I started my business I was sitting in the office till midnight…and after two years, 
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I gained Alhamdulillah too much money, but my weight was also 103 kilograms 

because I was eating and sitting on my chair. I was working hard to make my 

business successful, to show my dad and other people who doubted us that this 

could work. (Nedal, Afghanistan)  

Challenges that are hostile to entrepreneurship in conflict-affected countries, such as 

limited access to capital, lack of business skills and knowledge, lack of security, quality 

standards, and government policies (Lemmon, 2012), might create a perception about the 

ability of entrepreneurs to meet the high standards expected in international markets. This 

issue was raised by some Palestinian participants (Dalal, Rasha, Ola, Maram, Raji and 

Khaled) who mentioned that one of the drawbacks they experience is the general 

perception and image that businesses in conflict zones are still suspect. Participants 

mentioned that some people have a mental image of people who start a business in 

impoverished nations, will produce poor or low-quality products and this perception 

restricts their access to international markets: “Our customers abroad, thank God, are all 

satisfied. They said no way there are such high-quality products in Gaza. Some customers 

in Jordan said it’s impossible that this work can be produced in Gaza” (Rasha, Palestine). 

Therefore, such lack of trust in the quality of the products produced in such contexts might 

make people hesitate to buy those products.  

Moreover, this perception has affected the participants in Gaza because of the imposed 

blockade. Consequently, they might lose the trust of the customers abroad. However, the 

women mentioned that media reports helped them to enhance this trust and the quality of 

their work. For example, Maram said that her interviews on television and radio have 

increased the trust in her work’s quality among customers in Gulf countries. This was the 

same case for Dalal, who explained how channel reports played an important role in 

promoting their products outside Palestine by increasing their credibility despite living 

under siege in Gaza:  

Some customers asked me that we have blockade and how it’s possible they will 

receive their orders so they didn’t believe that they can have their 
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products…Media reports have benefited us a lot. For example, Al-Jazeera did a 

report about our work yesterday, so when people watch a big channel that made 

a report about us, for sure they know we have credibility. Thank God since 

yesterday we are receiving more orders just because of this report. (Dalal, 

Palestine) 

6.3.3 Understanding the Cognitive Institutional Dimension of Entrepreneurship 

6.3.3.1 Lack of Experts 

Because of the significant role governments played in providing employment in the 

research context, the education systems are geared to the needs of the public sector. So, 

the acquired skills are inappropriate for growth-enhancing activities (Pissarides & 

Veganzones-Varoudakis, 2007), which has resulted in a weakness in the educational 

system. In the long term, governments trapped human capital in unproductive public 

sector jobs and excessive regulation in the private sector distorted incentives which 

resulted in limiting the economic growth of both sectors (World Bank, 2004). This has 

resulted in human capital which is underdeveloped and businesses struggle to find a 

sufficient supply of local skilled labour which inhibits private sector development 

(Cusack & Malmstrom, 2011): “…but currently what I need more to grow the business 

is better people and employees. Most of them will be the technical people because even 

though there are a lot of technical people in the field but we need better people and in 

Afghanistan it’s really hard to find people who have very technical skills” (Ziad, 

Afghanistan). Therefore, the intersectional legal, educational and social factors are major 

causes of a shortage of qualified people in such contexts:  

I will grow more if I have the human resource which understands and 

accommodates entrepreneurship. The culture of entrepreneurship does not exist 

among Iraqi youth. The issue has historical roots related to the economic system 

of the former state and it’s the current mentality of the fathers. The issue is also 

related to the educational system which teaches science in a theoretical and 

abstract way. In addition to the collapse of the practical educational aspect, this 

is weak to the degree that some colleges accept printed papers from the Internet 

as a graduation project for bachelor's degree and of course this is a major 

problem. (Fahd, Iraq) 
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Another challenge is the brain drain from most developing countries to other countries 

where there are better standards of living and quality of life away from conflict zones and 

where there are more stable political conditions (Dodani & LaPorte, 2005). This results 

in a loss of considerable human capital, and is usually seen as a drag on economic 

development (Docquier et al., 2007). Most of the participants, particularly in the 

technology sector, mentioned this as a major obstacle which hinders their growth where 

they “don’t have real experts to communicate with them and benefit from their 

experiences, it’s difficult to find experts in the country” (Maram, Palestine). Instead, they 

search the internet to contact those experts outside their countries, or to look for answers 

and information, though most of those resources are in English. In the three countries, the 

private sector is mostly made up of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs), therefore, the 

participants consider this as a challenge, as clarified by Khaled: “The opportunities 

outside Gaza are bigger, particularly that it’s easier to find experienced people and big 

companies and meet entrepreneurs whose businesses have achieved billions. In Gaza, 

they are all small companies” (Khaled, Palestine). 

This was particularly the case for the participants who started businesses based on new 

ideas; they had to rely on themselves to gain the required knowledge which reflected 

negatively on their progress, such as the case of Saif. However, some sort of support from 

formal networks enabled Saif to learn further and turn his idea into a business:  

I needed information, references and resources. It was a challenge and a 

problem, but it became an opportunity; I became the expert in the field…If a 

person had a source of information in Palestine it would shorten the time, 

experience and money needed. I built my experience by trial and error…he was 

the director of the Research Center at the University. He was like my mentor, 

allowed me to work in the laboratory so I can do my experiments. He trained me 

in how to use the devices and helped me to do the experiments and measurements. 

His support enabled me to make the nutritious solution. (Saif, Palestine)  

 

Moreover, there is a great interest by international organisations to increase the economic 

participation of women in conflict zones and promote gender equality either through 
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programmes which target only women entrepreneurs or impose conditions for their 

funding programmes to ensure women’s economic participation (Ayadurai & Sohail, 

2006; Fuest, 2008). However, this was also an issue in Afghanistan because there is still 

a lack of women who are educated, particularly in certain fields. Some social programmes 

and interventions impose conditions such as hiring women in order to benefit from their 

services. For example, the USAID funded programme Promote: Women in the Economy 

(WIE) aims to improve the growth of women-owned businesses and businesses with at 

least a 10 percent female workforce (USAID, 2016) which has increased recently to at 

least 30 percent women (Promote, 2018). This could hinder the ability of both men and 

women entrepreneurs to access such resources and support services particularly in certain 

fields such as technology:  

The funding program requires us to have at least 10% women employees then 

they will fund us but finding the 10% women is a problem. Here the culture is 

like that, once a girl or a woman graduates from school, most of the time they 

get married and everything finished. I couldn’t find enough women who can work 

in my business. (Sameh, Afghanistan) 

 

6.3.3.2 Lack of Knowledge  

The data analysis revealed that some of the participants lacked the necessary human 

capital when they started their business and others still lack it, which affects their desire 

to grow. Some participants did not have the knowledge and awareness regarding 

regulations and laws when they started. Such lack of awareness could lead to business 

failure:  

I didn’t pay taxes because we didn’t know the regulations because we were so 

young…it's a conflict zone and rules and regulations are changing every day so 

when we registered our business, nobody told us that there will be taxes, that you 

should report to the government every penny you earn, and that's was the 

problem…We failed to give them our financial records so they punished us with 

about USD 20,000. Recently the president signed that they reduced the tax’s fines 

to 95% so I’m going to pay only the 5%. (Sameh, Afghanistan) 
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This challenge was common among the women participants who showed a lack of 

appropriate knowledge which affected their ability to access to resources (Ritchie, 2014):  

What we didn’t know though as women who aren’t part of the mainstream public 

arena, I didn’t know what I’m getting myself into in terms of taxes, fees, annual 

reporting, customs, and finance ministers and all of that stuff because I never 

dealt with that before. Also, the registration facility that registered the business 

didn’t give us that information to the troubles that I’m getting myself into…and 

that when we realised oh my goodness there a lot of taxes and fees and that 

reporting requirement has been very difficult but at the same time not possible to 

achieve and to maintain. (Heba, Afghanistan) 

 

Some of them also had no idea about social programmes which offer support to 

entrepreneurs: “There are a lot of microfinance institutions, but I don't have lots of 

information about them and I didn't ask anything about their work” (Sally, Afghanistan). 

Moreover, many of the participants started without having a clear business strategy or 

plan, particularly those who were pushed into entrepreneurship: “I didn’t register my 

business when I started, I was working randomly. However, and after 8 months, I started 

to have a certain technique and designed a complete plan and I had a concept of the idea” 

(Ola, Palestine).  

Despite the fact that many participants started after they had gained work experience, they 

lacked the experience in particular aspects of business management, such as marketing, 

which affected their ability to grow: “I have difficulties in marketing, I started focusing 

on it since only a year. I was working randomly” (Khaled, Palestine). Many of them 

mentioned that the general training they had, or lack of mentorship when they started their 

businesses, had restricted their ability to grow faster.  

However, the participants who had more experience also had a more organised approach 

to conducting business and more networks which they could rely on to run a successful 

business: “I had more than 15 years of experience when I started my business…I have 

built good relationships and this helped me in marketing my products more easily” (Anas, 
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Iraq). On the other hand, the participants who started when they had little or no 

experience, showed less self-confidence when they started. The women participants 

showed less self-confidence and more fear of failure than the men participants, especially 

the ones who lacked experience when they started: “I didn’t have the self-confidence and 

I just recently had the experience which I can share with people…I didn’t have the fear 

of failure because my husband was my consultant, he supported and helped me a lot” 

(Maram, Palestine).  

Social networks and role models also play a role in compensating for the lack of 

knowledge, as reported by Nedal. Meeting those successful role models was also an 

inspiration for the participants to work hard and stay optimistic:   

Role models are one of the factors to maintain my business because I was meeting 

many successful entrepreneurs who affected the way I was thinking…we 

exchange ideas what we are doing and what we are planning to do, we discuss 

more, and we share our lessons learned and it's very important. (Nedal, 

Afghanistan)    

 

Therefore, having experienced people helped them to learn and overcome this challenge 

when they started. For example, Ali: 

I had information about the business and the market, but I had no 

experience...My uncle helped me and taught me and my staff how to work on 

machines and the technical matters…Experience depends on time, my self-

confidence increased after the business, experience also increases over time. 

(Ali, Iraq) 

 

Generally, most participants (26/30) believe that social support and ties strengthen 

generally under conflict and this has helped them in their life and business. Most of them 

rely mainly on their informal network as a main source of moral support, information, 

advice, access to resources, etc. The major social networks for most participants are 

family and friends: 

I had times where I was full of debt and problems. However, when I received 

feedback from the people that you have to continue, your work is great and 
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unique, even the women who work with me gave me power, they say don’t give 

up, we feel hope because of you. This positive feedback and moral support give 

me a dose of motivation, okay the situation is like asphalt, but I can offer products 

which make people happy. (Rasha, Palestine)  

 

Some women also rely on their families and/or friends in running their businesses and 

complying with the highly complicated tax laws, such as in Afghanistan, in order to 

overcome their lack of knowledge: “In writing the reports for the government, sometimes 

I have help from my friends since they are good at writing reports” (Sally, Afghanistan). 

Despite the fact that both men and women entered into a partnership to gain access to 

resources, the women participants placed more emphasis upon sharing their knowledge 

and skills: “My sisters and I are working together and each one of us has her own role 

such as drawing, embroidery, marketing, and dealing with customers, workers and 

suppliers. We also discuss and share ideas which can further develop our products 

range” (Dalal, Palestine). 

In addition, most of the participants (19/30) considered education as a factor which 

contributed to their ability to overcome cognitive challenges and enhanced their 

entrepreneurial performance. Nonetheless, the data analysis revealed that education has 

helped both men and women participants to a certain degree. Education was important in 

shaping business ideas since ten participants chose those ideas based on their education 

and the knowledge they gained during their years of schooling. Those participants work 

in the technology or knowledge-based sectors because education gave them the basics 

and knowledge about the product/service which they offer and gave them more self-

efficacy by starting something they understand:   

During my university study, I intended to choose the modules that gave me deep 

understanding of ornamental planting particularly of Damask roses and how it 

can succeed…I did my graduation project on Damask roses, of course with the 

information that I collected from my farm…it’s important that we take advantage 

of everything we learn…to learn for the practical life. I focused much on this 

point; I applied anything that I learned that is why I was one of the outstanding 

students in the faculty. (Siham, Palestine)   
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Education worked as a prerequisite to learning more and discovering opportunities: “My 

education gave me the basics to go and read more and discover about water agriculture 

and learn more about it. I won’t be able to innovate without my education” (Saif, 

Palestine). Therefore, education helped the participants to some extent to access essential 

information in order to manage their businesses. For example, a few participants 

mentioned that the knowledge and skills they gained from years of education helped them 

in artistic matters or learning the basics of research. Moreover, half of the participants 

(17/30) stated that improving their English language during school and university enabled 

them to research foreign websites which are the main source of new ideas, information, 

learning and answering any questions they have. This was particularly important for the 

participants (9/30) who complained that they lack sources of information and experts in 

their own countries. On another hand, other participants (Adel, Ahmed, Eman, Nadin and 

Walaa) considered a university degree as an unimportant factor in sustaining their 

businesses. For them, “experience and self-confidence as we grow compensate for the 

lack of education” (Adel, Palestine). However, all of those participants are working in 

traditional and craft-based sectors which do not require an educational background or 

knowledge.  

Therefore, the participants tended to overcome such difficulties by relying on themselves 

to learn and find answers to their questions: “I didn’t receive any training but all of it was 

self-learning and I used the internet mainly to get any information” (Fahd, Iraq). In 

particular those participants whose main motivation to start a business was independence, 

showed great interest to learn and gain the required knowledge:  

We were three people who started that company, but we only knew designing 

platforms or websites. When we got our first client, we were forced to go and 

learn to deliver the system. That's was one of the things which was really hard, 

but we could learn and deliver the project at the expected time and that was 

something that change my life because I understood that even if you don't know 
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something you will learn. We continue to learn, and we are still learning. (Ziad, 

Afghanistan)  

 

So, the participants worked on enhancing their entrepreneurial learning which included 

reading books and newspapers and learning from the internet. It was common among 

many of the participants that they used the internet to learn more about how to run their 

businesses before start-up:  

I didn’t have any idea how to crochet toys, so I searched the internet and I 

learned within 6 months...I still lack the knowledge of financial management, 

however, I’m working to learn it. I read too much about this and watch many 

YouTube lectures on project management, and how to develop my business and 

myself. (Rasha, Palestine) 

 

The participants in the three countries relied on the internet as the main learning tool 

which opened many opportunities for finding answers to the questions or solutions to the 

problems they encountered. This was particularly important for the businesses that were 

considered relatively new or “innovative” with a lack of experts available to provide 

information or advice:  

I started looking online for ideas in agriculture, one of the ideas was water 

agriculture and I started studying it, the problem was that there was no Arabic 

information on Google, so I read English scientific papers because my English 

is excellent. I liked the idea and I had a huge amount of information, so I made 

a prototype…I built all of my experiences through self-learning…I was working 

with many farms and supervising them for free in order to learn and gain 

knowledge and experience. (Saif, Palestine)  

 

The participants who took learning initiatives grew their businesses faster than others who 

did not take such learning initiatives:  

I always check the websites of large international companies which are working 

in the production of roses and contact them if I have any enquiries. In Jordan, I 

also visited around 17 Damask rose farms, around 5 of them are automated. I 

gained information about their design and the seedlings they use, I also gained 

experience and the idea that I don’t have to make my farm automated. I always 

make updates in the technology I use in seedling production so I can overcome 

the main challenge of importing seedlings from Israel so my business will be 

specialising in the production of roses and seedlings. (Siham, Palestine) 
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Moreover, some of the participants gained experience after failing and starting again such 

as the cases of Sameh, Zaher and Ziad, which helped them to develop their cognitive 

abilities and reinforce their learning:  

Well, doing business in Afghanistan is trial and error process, you have to try 

and fail and try and fail until you learn something. So, I failed in many businesses 

and I learned a lot from that failure. I thought, I should give it a try once more 

and let’s see what the experience is this time. That's something that keeps me 

going…they are lessons for me that I shouldn't do the mistakes again. (Sameh, 

Afghanistan)  

 

Furthermore, training and mentoring were important in compensating for the lack of 

knowledge and expertise during the operation of the business. It was evident that those 

participants who participated in training and acquired life and business skills to manage 

their own learning grew their businesses faster (Tseng, 2013). All Palestinians, except 

Adel and Maher, had the opportunity to train, either in management, finance, marketing, 

networking or training related to their field of business. Some of the women commented 

that living in a conflict zone makes it easier to access training than in other neighbouring 

countries which are generally expensive. The tailored training and mentoring 

programmes were important in helping the participants to enhance their management 

skills or the business acumen of entrepreneurs (Ghosh and Rajaram, 2015; St-Jean and 

Audet, 2012):  

I took training through the grant process, in management, accounting and 

regulations such as registration, taxes and so on…This helped me to conduct a 

study about Damask rose consumption in Hebron and to carry out a feasibility 

study for importing roses to Jordan. However, I realised that this step will not be 

profitable for me. Therefore, I decided to delay this option and focus on the local 

market which is more profitable at the current stage…I don’t need training 

because I have reached a stage where I have full management ability. (Siham, 

Palestine)  

 

The support from training and mentoring was crucial in providing the participants with 

the human capital to strengthen their resilience, particularly for women (World Bank, 

2014). This social support has helped the participants to access more resources such as 
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finance, as reported by Dalal: “I had training in financial, management and marketing 

matters. The training was helpful to me...The training in conducting feasibility study has 

helped me to write it and get a funding from Islamic Relief” (Dalal, Palestine). 

Furthermore, mentorship was mentioned by some of the participants as an important 

learning experience: 

What I needed at the start up was mentorship and access to fund. I had no mentor 

for 3 years then I found out some of them through this [Funder Institute]…he 

was from Australia and he was running a business in Afghanistan...it was like 

assignments, it was part of building our company, for example, they ask us to go 

and start work on building a business model and you have one week to finish 

your business model and you come back and your mentors will rate you and after 

that giving you advises. That helped me a lot. (Ziad, Afghanistan)  

 

Some of those training grants also included a following-up for the businesses to monitor 

their progress and help to solve any problems they faced: “The training was generic, 

short and not specific for start-ups but the following up from UNPD was one of the 

positive factors which enabled me to continue my business. When you feel someone is 

monitoring your work, it has a positive impact” (Ola, Palestine). On the other hand, Rana 

undertook a lot of training in management and jewellery-making through her networking 

with a few organisations, however, she felt the need to have follow up after undertaking 

the training. She said that: 

Patient needs follow-up even after recovery, they gave us the training and that’s 

it. They didn’t ask us if benefitted or not, understood or not, if it worked or not, 

and this is wrong…I need to do proper marketing; therefore, I’m studying this 

with a consultant in order to learn how to market effectively. (Rana, Palestine)  

 

6.3.4 Reflection   

A consistent theme that runs throughout the data is the level of understanding displayed 

by the participants in this study regarding how difficult it can be to create a successful 

business in a conflict zone. The findings of this chapter support the belief that 

entrepreneurial activities are strongly influenced by the specific contexts (Korsgaard et 

al., 2015). Entrepreneurs who are working in conflict-affected countries face more 



197 

 

challenges than their counterparts who are working in non-conflict developing countries. 

There are many challenges the men and women entrepreneurs faced and are still facing, 

some of them are mainly because of the conflict context. 

The regulatory and legal environment was a dominant issue for both women and men 

participants in the three countries which is a significant constraint on the survival and 

growth of businesses (Aidis et al., 2008; Beck & Demirguc-Kunt, 2006; Estrin et al., 

2013). The lack of governments’ capacities to ensure accountability and transparency has 

led to a high level of corruption in government institutions (Lindstedt & Naurin, 2010). 

As Solon, an Athenian statesman, stated “Laws like cobwebs, entangle the weak, but are 

broken by the strong”. Widespread corruption, misuse of development funds and bad 

governance often undermine the capacity of governments to carry out activities, including 

reconstruction, in order to create the optimal environment to enable entrepreneurs to 

thrive (Chaudhuri & Farrell, 201; Ramahi, 2013). These issues had a direct impact both 

on men and women participants. Therefore, being in a conflict zone has forced the 

participants to navigate different ways to deal with the corruption and the unsupportive 

formal institutions.  

Excessive government interference through taxation and regulation, such as the case in 

Afghanistan, can kill incentives for entrepreneurship (Holcombe, 2003), increase the size 

of informal business (Afreh et al., 2019) and increase corruption (Ihrig & Moe, 2004). 

Brück et al. (2011) mentioned that underdeveloped and destroyed infrastructure in 

conflict zones reduces productivity, increases the constraints underlying entrepreneurial 

decisions and hinders international entrepreneurship. Therefore, any investment in 

infrastructure can provide opportunities for entrepreneurs to work and facilitate their 

businesses, which could raise economic growth (Naudé, 2007; Ndulu et al., 2007). 

However, weak institutions and low levels of transparency and implementation due to 
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corruption affects the development of infrastructure in such contexts and causes the loss 

of trust in government institutions (Le Billon, 2001). 

Moreover, the findings show that more women are starting businesses in conflict zones 

and gradually are accepted by their societies, however, the patriarchal gender relations 

still persists enforced by conflict and patriarchy in the three countries (Coleman, 2006; 

Moghadam, 2005). In addition, entrepreneurs stayed optimistic and persevered in order 

for their businesses to survive and become successful and this takes longer than if they 

were living in politically stable countries with peace of mind. To succeed, they have to 

prove the legitimacy of their entrepreneurial activities, where still are not culturally 

accepted. This highlights the importance of raising awareness of entrepreneurship, 

particularly among graduates. For those who are thinking of starting a business or are 

pushed into entrepreneurship, they need to find an official body which provides 

information, guidance, direction and support.  

Despite those challenges, economic activity does not stop. People are willing to take risks 

and start a business, regardless of their motivation, and entrepreneurial activities persist 

in protracted conflict zones. Since previous literature maintains that entrepreneurship in 

conflict zones can play a major role in rebuilding peaceful and prosperous societies, it is 

important to understand how entrepreneurs can handle these challenges. Therefore, the 

sections below discuss the psychological capital of the participants and the institutional 

factors which contributed to their resilience and how this reflected on their business.   

6.4 Resilience as a Psychological Capital 

The perception of environment in conflict zones might inhibit the motivation of people 

to start a business. Aa Ayala and Manzano (2010) argued, a favourable institutional 

environment stimulates a favourable attitude to achieve major growth performance. 

However, most of the participants in this study are aware of their context and understand 
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that setbacks are common in any environment but more challenging in their own context. 

Being involved in entrepreneurship, their resilience is defined as their understanding and 

acceptance of the reality of the situation and its negative consequences, so they were able 

to avoid/overcome challenges, look for opportunities/resources and continue to learn. In 

addition, this situation impacts on their motivation towards the survival and growth of 

their business and to re-start after failure, “Even if this business fails, I will try in other 

businesses” (Rasha, Palestine).  

Most of the participants (25/30), when they were asked about the factors which enabled 

them to endure challenges, answered affirmatively “myself”. Most of them believe that 

they are the ones who led their business to survive. This self-enhancement is linked to 

resilience and helped the participants to be adaptive, develop an optimistic outlook and 

cope with difficulties (Bonanno et al., 2005; Schok et al., 2010). Resilience at the 

individual level has been identified as a key to entrepreneurial success (Ayala & 

Manzano, 2014; Doern, 2016). The findings revealed specific individual factors that 

shaped the ability of the participants to become resilient. Factors of optimism, 

perseverance, self-efficacy and opportunity recognition were common across the 

participants which in turn reflected positively on the performance of their businesses. This 

positive “psychological capital” is important to reduce the negative effects of work 

tension as Hmieleski and Carr (2007) argued, which could explain why some 

entrepreneurs persist and are able to thrive under adverse situations in conflict zones.   

6.4.1 Optimism     

In psychological resilience, optimism and positive expectations for the future in traumatic 

and stressful situations are important elements to cope with challenges (Collins, 2007; 

Segovia et al., 2012). Optimism was the most common characteristic among all 

participants in the three countries, which influences the other personal characteristics. 

Despite the difficulties entrepreneurs encounter in their conflict-ridden countries, they 
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continue to stay optimistic and persist as they repeated a common expression in the 

Middle-Eastern countries “Hope for good, and you will find it”. Therefore, entrepreneurs 

feel hopelessness, despair or frustration; however, the feeling is also intermingled with 

optimism and acceptance of this reality, which contributes to resilience (Aidis et al., 2008; 

Nguyen-Gillham et al., 2008). In addition to living in a conflict zone where they have to 

face daily difficulties, religious beliefs have significantly influenced their optimism so 

“hope emerges from the rubble” (Rasha, Palestine).   

Some of the participants, particularly in Gaza, were not optimistic regarding improving 

the political situation; however, they were optimistic that they would have good business 

performances based on their efforts. In this way, entrepreneurship process was also a 

factor in increasing their optimism. Many participants mentioned that they read 

motivational books or watch inspiring videos which maintain their positive feelings: “The 

country I live in, if you don’t stay positive, depression and overthinking will kill 

you…Books help me a lot, I can recommend you the book of ‘Unlimited Power’ by 

Anthony Robbins” (Sameh, Afghanistan). Ayala and Manzano (2014) argued that the 

influence of optimism on the success of businesses is greater for women than for men 

which was true in this study as well. All men participants expressed their optimistic view 

of the future but in a lesser degree compared to all women participants. This might be 

explained by the women’s higher religious beliefs in this study.  

In addition, being optimistic was related to increasing self-efficacy and this was important 

particularly for the participants who started without or with little prior experience. The 

highly optimistic participants, particularly in Afghanistan, were confident of achieving 

successful outcomes which has also increased their perseverance (Holland & Shepherd, 

2011). Therefore, optimism was an important factor in the participants’ working harder 

and expecting positive outcomes (Scheier et al., 2001). However, highly optimistic 
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entrepreneurs with no realism regarding their situation could affect the business’s 

performance (Hmieleski & Baron, 2009), as the case of Ziad:   

I was full of confident and at the same time I was so optimistic, and the worst 

part was optimism because we thought that we can turn for million-dollar 

business in a year. But what we were missing that even if you are in a large 

country like USA you can’t run to a million-dollar business in a year. Of course, 

you will need one, two or three years, you need to work in that period. (Ziad, 

Afghanistan) 

 

Therefore, high levels of optimism and self-confidence could also be problematic (Miller, 

2014). This had negative effects on judgment and decision making among the Afghan 

men participants and can be linked to negative outcomes (Aspinwall et al., 2005). The 

constant striving for control over events without appropriate resources or recognition of 

institutional constraints can take a toll on entrepreneurs regardless of how hard they work 

(Peterson, 2000).  

6.4.2 Perseverance  

Regardless of the context, perseverance is an important characteristic for the success of 

entrepreneurs since they face numerous challenges such as limited resources and 

unpredictable markets (Van Gelderen, 2012). However, challenges and violent incidents 

are predictable and occur frequency in conflict zones. The tremendous uncertainty about 

the security situation puts the lives and well-being of entrepreneurs at daily risk 

(Giacaman et al., 2006). However, prior experiences with such challenges may protect 

people against possible psychological harm (Bonanno et al., 2010). It is argued that 

people who grow up in adverse circumstances have the capacity to adapt successfully 

(Werner & Smith, 2001). In this study, for example, the older participants showed more 

resilience as they talked extensively about their experiences of living under ongoing 

conflict and its consequences on their life’s choices:  

I experienced the first Intifada which prevented me from continuing my 

education…then I moved to Kuwait in 1988. When the Gulf war unfortunately 
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started, I stayed one year then moved to Jordan. I was patient and also stayed 

there one year then I moved back to Palestine where the situation was very 

difficult…The conditions I lived in, from one adversity to another, gave me 

patience and endurance otherwise I wouldn’t have continued. I was always 

optimistic, and this is the secret why I’m still alive and continued my business…I 

had a very difficult start in attracting customers because I was new to the 

profession; the sales were very low and hardly covered the expenses. Anyone else 

would have stopped because things were frustrating…I’m used to problems and 

this what made me stronger. (Adel, Palestine)  

 

Therefore, the resilient participants believe that they have the capacity to actively cope 

with difficult circumstances (Bartone, 2006), “the positive thing in our situation is that 

we are used to challenges. Our situation is already difficult, so our endurance is high and 

higher than others” (Maram, Palestine). Living in a country affected by conflict and 

political instability means that experiencing difficulties is a normal aspect of existence. 

So, normalisation seems to be the only option for those people to survive and overcome 

challenges. This suggests that those entrepreneurs who persist in their daily lives are also 

more likely to persist in their businesses.  

The main motivation for most of the participants was necessity. When the motivation to 

start a business includes acquiring personal wealth, independence, economic prosperity, 

or/and due to a lack of jobs, then those factors will motivate entrepreneurs to persist and 

sustain their business (Kuratko et al., 1997). This was the case for the Afghan men 

participants who wanted to gain more money which they could not achieve through 

available jobs. Therefore, necessity as a motivation was a main reason for the participants 

to persevere to lead their business to success. 

The participants in Afghanistan and Palestine talked about living in a country where 

facing death is the norm and how this forces them to work harder than others in non-

conflict countries and to strive for a better life (Eggerman & Panter-Brick, 2010). They 

persistently strive to achieve their goals and not being afraid of failing despite the adverse 
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conditions (Ayala & Manzano, 2014). This perseverance was a main factor for their 

resilience which reflected on their entrepreneurial behaviour (Fisher et al., 2016): 

You are trying to start a business or anything, and 20 days later explosion 

happens. When you go to Facebook and see a lot of blood, psychologically you 

feel a lot of pressure and sometimes you feel why I’m doing it, people sometimes 

think it might be me next time. It gives you a negative impression but for me it 

gives me a positive one because people when they are safe they don't know the 

value of the life, they don't know why they are living, but when you are in 

Afghanistan you see that your life is nothing and it might end up anytime. For 

most people, it scares them, but it makes me motivated and work harder, work 

faster. I understand the value of life, anytime life may end up, but we need to 

work harder and to push towards our goals. (Ziad, Afghanistan)   

 

However, and as Korber and McNaughton (2018) argued, sometimes resilience does not 

only require perseverance in order for the business to survive but it also requires a change 

or a break in entrepreneurial activity when there are limited prospects of success, such as 

the case of Sameh with the food delivery business. Therefore, resilient entrepreneurs are 

unrelenting but also have realistic control beliefs and perceive the appropriate level of 

risk (Hayek, 2012). 

Moreover, the perceived desirability of entrepreneurial activity in a society influences the 

intentions of entrepreneurs to start entrepreneurial activity (Krueger et al., 2000). As 

discussed in Chapter 7, therefore, a deficient legal system in addition to the limited social 

acceptability of entrepreneurial careers discourages entrepreneurs from pursuing those 

activities (Mueller & Thomas, 2001). This provided a motivational factor to challenge 

this perception by persevering in order to “prove to themselves (psychological self-

justification) and to others (social self-justification) that they are competent and rational” 

(Keil et al., 2000: 635). The Afghan participants in particular were passionate about 

making changes in their country while they refused to leave in order to look for safer 

places to live. 
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However, social legitimation of entrepreneurship may affect women more than men. 

Social acceptance of women entrepreneurs could hinder them from starting a business 

and if they decide to become entrepreneurs, they are still constrained in their choice of 

enterprise sector and the possibility of expanding their business (Baughn et al., 2006; De 

Vita et al., 2014). Therefore, women entrepreneurs have to work harder and be more 

persistent in order to challenge the additional problems of underestimating their 

capabilities and them having less access to resources such as finance and networks 

(Rostami-Povey, 2007). The resilient women, therefore, were able to change the attitudes 

and perceptions of their surrounding community through their hard work and 

perseverance to lead a successful business, in addition to gaining family support.  

Moreover, support from families and society in addition to the success of the business 

where they get positive feedback, create job opportunities, raise awareness and change 

attitudes were also factors for the participants to persevere: “Before my business I didn’t 

have the spirit of challenge but after I started and succeeded, I keep insisting to make 

things work with the support of my sisters and people around me” (Dalal, Palestine).  

Another factor that shaped the perseverance of the participants was their attitudes to 

failure. The social stigma and society’s perception in case of failure can be very 

discouraging; however, it can also be an opportunity for entrepreneurs to learn from 

mistakes (Cannon & Edmondson, 2005). Business failure could be an inevitable outcome 

of entrepreneurial activity (Cope et al., 2004), especially in conflict zones. Therefore, it 

was a motivation for the resilient participants who failed in their first business to make 

effective use of failures in order to learn and succeed. In addition, the participants who 

have higher human capital (e.g. years of work experience) also showed a higher degree 

of being perseverant (Gimeno et al., 1997).  
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Most importantly, facing difficulties and putting effort and time into their businesses 

resulted in entrepreneurs displaying relatively high levels of emotional connection with 

them. Therefore, the resilient participants consider the business as part of themselves, as 

their “child”. They were unwilling to leave or close down under-performing businesses 

in which they had invested their time and resources (DeTienne et al., 2008), “My priority 

when I graduated was to find a permanent job. But now I couldn’t give up my business, I 

built it and it’s my priority” (Ola, Palestine). This generally confirms the deep connection 

between entrepreneurs and their business when they immerse themselves in the process 

(Cardon et al., 2005). The investment of a significant level of personal resources into their 

business makes them consider it as an extension of their identity (DeTienne et al., 2008), 

which contributes to their perseverance even in the case of poor results (Cardon et al., 

2005).     

In the Palestinian context, the participants mentioned that living under Israeli occupation 

has a direct impact on their steadfastness, ‘Sumud’, in every aspect of their daily life. As 

Marie et al. (2018) found there is important link between Sumud and resilience among 

Palestinians as resilience was linked to connectedness to the land, cultural continuity and 

community solidarity and collective identity. Sumud as a social construct which signifies 

a determination to exist and remain steadfastly (Darychuck & Jackson, 2015), is 

considered by the participants as a source of patience, strength and perseverance: 

“Sometimes I feel frustrated, but I have the will and steadfastness which we inspired by 

the culture of Sumud, determination and confrontation. If we give up, we will die, we 

don’t have any chances except to live. We have on this earth what makes life worth living” 

(Raji, Palestine). The last sentence is also mentioned by some other Palestinian 

participants - it is a very-well known quote from the late Palestinian poet Mahmoud 

Darwish. Rasha explained the Sumud culture and resistance as follows, which also reflects 

the situation of normalisation:  
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Those concepts are repeated in our daily lives. Our conditions, for example, we 

got used to 8-hours of electricity a day, then to 6-hours and we found alternatives, 

and now we receive only 4-hours and also, we got used to that. So, we try to 

adapt to any difficult situation and stay strong. (Rasha, Palestine)  

 

Almost all of the Palestinian participants from Gaza mentioned that they faced death 

during previous wars, and this has increased their faith and patience in facing the 

occupation and any struggles in their daily lives, including the struggles they face when 

operating their businesses:  

Israelis opened fire at our fishing boat several times when we were fishing…you 

don’t know when another war might happen, or your house will be bombed, or 

you will be killed. You lack peace of mind but at the same time you believe that 

God will help you and protect you…We need to stay motivated and patient. This 

what keeps us alive in this country (Sawsan, Palestine) 

 

6.4.3 Self-efficacy  

Entrepreneurial self-efficacy is one of the important factors in entrepreneurial behaviour 

and performance (Lee et al., 2011). Entrepreneurs who have more self-efficacy are better 

able to emotionally, cognitively, socially and financially recover from difficulties 

(Hayward et al., 2010; Luthans & Youssef, 2004). In this study, one of the characteristics 

that most of the resilient participants have is also that they have the belief in themselves 

that they can do it. This was important in a risky conflict environment since self-efficacy 

gives resilient entrepreneurs the strength to take risks and start their business (Bullough 

et al., 2014), and keep looking for new opportunities (Asantea & Affum-Osei, 2019).    

However, this feeling of self-efficacy in these contexts cannot be explained by a belief in 

their own competences but by also other different factors. Previous experience and 

observing successful entrepreneurs were important factors in increasing self-efficacy 

(Bandura, 1997). The participants who started with experience expressed more self-

efficacy than others who did not. This was evident with the participants who had 

experiences of previous business failures; their accumulated experience and self-efficacy 
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regarding personal skills and knowledge enabled them to persevere and start again 

(Holland & Shepherd, 2011). Hayward et al. (2010) argued that more confident 

entrepreneurs will be more resilient and consequently more likely to form subsequent 

ventures after experiencing failure.  

Moreover, entrepreneurs who start with less self-efficacy do not necessarily become less 

resilient or achieve less growth in their businesses, which contradicts other studies (Baum 

& Locke, 2004; Cassar & Friedman, 2009; Hmieleski & Corbett, 2008). Other factors 

such as entrepreneurial success, and financial, social and emotional support are important 

for entrepreneurs in enhancing self-efficacy, especially for women, which contributes to 

their resilience, “The best feeling is when I walk in the street and someone knows me or 

tells me that this is your product, I feel too much confident” (Dalal, Palestine).   

6.4.4 Opportunity Recognition   

Despite many impediments to doing business in conflict zones where investors and 

companies tend to eschew investments, such a context can open great opportunities for 

entrepreneurs to involve in entrepreneurial activities (Cañares, 2011).  The lack of job 

opportunities and institutional deficiencies in conflict zones can push people to be more 

creative and look for opportunities to start a business. While the Afghan women and men 

displayed a higher degree of risk-taking and self-efficacy than other participants, they 

also showed more awareness of their context in Afghanistan and the many challenges and 

gaps which can be turned to business ideas, as discussed previously in Chapter 6.  

Therefore, resilient entrepreneurs benefit from those gaps (Dahles & Susilowati, 2015). 

They look for new opportunities to start a business or keep making changes to their 

business when they face a bad or unexpected situation (Manzano-García & Calvo, 2013). 

Participants such as Laila, Rana, Razan, Saif and Siham and Ziad were able to continue 

because they offer something new or necessary when the government is still not fully 
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offering it. Such unique and innovative offers help entrepreneurs to gain access to 

financial resources and markets (Morisse & Ingram, 2016). However, opportunity 

recognition combined with perseverance, self-efficacy and independence were also 

important in utilising such opportunities.  

6.5 Resilience Factors at the Regulative Level 

The perception of their political situation seems to be creating fear and anxiety among the 

participants. In consequence, they do not trust institutions, and that seems to affect their 

business activities. They anticipate the problems that they might face, and, based on that, 

they tend to take proactive action to circumvent either the occurrence or consequences of 

those challenges.  

The current study revealed that resilient participants were able to successfully address the 

institutional challenges and engage in behaviour to navigate their way to required 

resources in situations of adversity (Luthar et al., 2000; Ungar, 2011). The proper 

regulatory and taxation system is a fundamental pillar in the creation of a favourable 

business environment (World Bank, 2014a). However, this was not the case for the 

participants who have businesses in conflict zones. Legal processes and actions impose 

more obstacles on the participants to succeed as they do not consider the costs and risks 

associated with creating a business in unstable environments. The findings show that the 

participants follow certain strategies to enhance their resilience and maintain their 

businesses.  

6.5.1 Tax Avoidance 

In an inadequate legal environment where there is high level of corruption and limited 

access to finance, tax avoidance becomes a necessity for business survival (Welter & 

Smallbone, 2011). Conflict zones lack the institutional capacity to enforce laws and 

regulations, at least equally, but people in certain circumstances are expected to obey the 
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law (Ruggie, 2008). Therefore, the weak legal system undermines state legitimacy and 

generates mistrust between governments and their citizens (Lindberg & Orjuela, 2014). 

When people have little faith in government performance and the fairness of the legal 

system, there are few incentives to respect and obey the law, so they tend to avoid paying 

taxes (Tyler, 1990; Uslaner, 2005). Entrepreneurs might feel insecure about moving to 

the formal sector since they are aware of the level of corruption in their countries and that 

they might not have regular incomes to pay for a corrupt government and support their 

families (Afreh et al., 2019). As the business grows, entrepreneurs may make the 

transition to the formal sector in order to enable them to work with the government and 

to trade internationally (Webb et al., 2009). For those reasons, conflict can be one of the 

main factors which contributes to the size of the informal economy (Ikelegbe, 2005; 

Looney, 2006).  

Conflict particularly pushes women entrepreneurs to work in the informal sector 

(Abdullah & Hattawy, 2014; Holmén et al., 2011). Women perceive the challenge of 

excessive taxes as more serious (Alonso, 2015), and this was the case for the three 

Palestinian women who expressed their fear of inability to pay the required taxes. 

However, this fear and the unavailability of tax exemption for SMEs, which resulted in 

working in the informal sector, have a negative impact on the expansion of businesses 

(Sleuwaegen & Goedhuys, 2002). Informal business affects the ability to access formal 

credit, to have contracts with international or government agencies, and to access 

international markets which results in slow growth (Nichter & Goldmark, 2009).   

6.5.2 Paying Bribes 

It is very common that conflict zones have a high level of corruption, which is a driver 

for people to undermine their trust in their governments (Benjaminsen et al., 2009). This 

leads them to try to solve problems through other “unethical” means such as bribery. The 
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unsupportive legal system and regulations in an institutionally weak environment has 

forced the participants to pay bribes (Agator, 2013; Greenwood & Suddaby, 2006), and 

enabled this strategy to become a “culture” as mentioned by the Afghan participants. The 

IMF Guide (2005) stated that “corruption thrives in the presence of excessive government 

regulation and intervention in the economy; substantial exchange and trade restrictions; 

and complex tax laws requiring frequent contacts between tax payers and inspectors”. 

Therefore, the findings show that regulations in Afghanistan are a means to corruption in 

the form of paying bribes, which can help to run a business smoothly (Williams et al., 

2016). So, conflict could play a role in promoting the culture of bribery in order to 

compensate for the lack of political influence and reduce risks (Lindberg & Orjuela, 

2011).  

6.5.3 Bricolage  

The ability to mobilise resources is important for entrepreneurs in order to start and 

succeed (Villanueva et al., 2012); however, this is more difficult in a context characterised 

by extreme resource constraints such as in conflict zones (Bojica et al., 2014; Kwong et 

al., 2018). Entrepreneurs who are high in perseverance are more able to mobilise 

resources available in the social environment in conflict zones (Orengo Serra, 2017). 

Therefore, bricolage is a successful strategy to address entrepreneurial challenges and 

opportunities (Baker & Nelson, 2005). Entrepreneurs make use of both material and 

human capital resources at hand to start and/or continue their businesses (Baker et al., 

2010). This was the case for necessity and opportunity entrepreneurship. They start with 

modest personal financing, work at homes and cafes, practice thrift, seek good deals and 

offer quality and customer services (Doern, 2016; Powell & Baker, 2011).  

Because of limited access to finance, entrepreneurs across the world typically rely on 

financial bootstrapping which means using other resources than external finance 
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(Winborg & Landström, 2001). So, they start primarily through their own savings or those 

of their family and friends (Herna´ndez-Trillo et al., 2005). The participants used 

free/cheap resources at-hand (Baker & Nelson, 2005). They also relied on their informal 

networks such as their family or friends to get small loans which was important in tackling 

their financial challenges (Kariv & Coleman, 2015), and making use of the human capital 

available (Baker et al., 2010). Financial resources such as savings or thriftiness (Dahles 

& Susilowati, 2015) help to create a buffer against difficult situations which contribute to 

resilience (Gittell et al., 2006). The participants also utilised their networks of 

stakeholders as a substantial source of social and financial capital (Baker et al., 2003) 

such as delaying payments to suppliers and cooperating with networks which were useful 

in adverse conditions (Santoro et al., 2018; Winborg & Landström, 2001).   

6.5.4 Partnership 

Operating a business in an uncertain and conflictual environment presents a high risk 

(Muhammad et al., 2016). Therefore, partnership was a strategy to facilitate access to 

more financial and social capital and reduce risks (Abor & Quartey, 2010). Partnership 

has played a significant role in the start-up and the ability to manage the business where 

the partners share their diverse capitals. Despite the fact that both men and women entered 

into a partnership to combine financial, managerial and social resources, this was 

emphasised more by the women participants as a means of sharing resources, learn and 

manage the business (Esim & Omeira, 2009). Another reason was to overcome structural 

challenges such as stereotypes about women entrepreneurs, particularly in a male-

dominated context (Godwin et al., 2006). Furthermore, the women relied on their men 

partners in order to gain access to markets, information and a wider social network 

(Cooper et al., 1995). 
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6.5.5 Diversification of Business  

In a context with legal institutional deficiencies and corruption in addition to the risky 

environment, diversification was a strategy for entrepreneurs. They diversify their range 

of products (Alnoso, 2015) or start another business (Dahles & Susilowati, 2015). This 

was important in order to increase income, reduce risk, avoid undesirable outcomes and 

for business survival (Welter & Smallbone, 2011).  

6.5.6 Rely on Other Income Sources  

As Ciarli et al. (2009) found, entrepreneurs in Afghanistan were able to survive their 

businesses when the risk of incurring income losses was covered by involvement in a 

number of other activities. This included other income sources by entrepreneurs 

themselves or their family members.  

6.5.7 Use of Technology 

The limited resources available to the participants and the risks involved in running a 

business in a conflict zone promoted online businesses that have changed the way 

business is being conducted which in turn offers more flexibility and adaptability. Social 

media was an important tool for marketing and raising awareness about new business 

ideas (Alnoso, 2015). As the local markets are limited, entrepreneurs use technology such 

as the internet to reach potential clients internationally or gain better information about 

the market (Gunasekaran et al., 2011). In addition, they keep updates of new technologies 

or equipment to improve the operation of the business (Alonso & Bressan, 2015). 

6.5.8 Access to International Markets 

The political and economic situation and its consequences regarding market volatility and 

uncertainty impose difficulties in deciding marketing strategies (Read et al., 2009). 

Because of the limited local market and the competitive pressures from local and foreign 

companies, the participants worked on finding new markets where they can go 
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international and overcome the barrier of the low purchasing power of local customers 

(Aidis et al., 2007). Entrepreneurs adopted strategies in order to overcome some of the 

challenges in accessing the international markets such as informal export and 

participation in exhibitions. Factors such as feelings of empathy, media reports and 

standards of living helped them to successfully utilise such strategies. The difficult 

conditions and suffering of people living in countries which have political conflict could 

foster global compassion (Höijer, 2004). Therefore, people express empathy and 

solidarity with those in this context (Güney, 2010) by buying and promoting their 

products. Moreover, media campaigns can raise awareness about gender issues and roles 

(Jayachandran, 2019), and give publicity to the experiences of people living in conflict 

zones (Höijer, 2004). In this study, the media helped to show not only the negative side 

of the wars but also the successful stories of people who are striving and succeeding in 

living. The media also improved the visibility of women entrepreneurs and their role in 

such contexts.  

6.6 Resilience Factors at the Normative Level 

6.6.1 Islamic Religious Values 

Religion is an important part of the lives of people living in volatile political and 

economic contexts, which cannot be overlooked. Based on the findings, religion in such 

contexts enables entrepreneurs to cope with uncertainties, “The only thing that can keep 

you motivated in this place is faith. As Muslims we have faith in God, and that 

faith psychologically helps too much and we need to keep that faith because God is there, 

and he is helping us” (Ziad, Afghanistan). All participants stated that they are believers 

and have knowledge about Islamic values and principles since, by living and growing 

up in a Muslim country, they were taught Islam in schools and universities. This was 

evident also since the participants often referred to verses from the Quran and the sayings 
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of Prophet Muhammed when they explained their religious values and their impact on 

their personality and business. 

Furthermore, practising religion was associated with maintaining a good mental health 

despite the daily challenges for entrepreneurs in such contexts (Daou et al., 2019). The 

participants mentioned that their religious values shaped their personalities in a way 

which helped them to continue. The individual characteristics of optimism, persistence 

and patience were common across the sample and were influenced mostly by living in a 

conflict zone which increased their faith. The participants linked these characteristics to 

their religious and faith beliefs that they have to work and contribute positively to their 

communities. Religion was particularly important for all women participants as it gives 

them the feeling of security and protection and enables a positive outlook on life events 

(Darychuck & Jackson, 2015).  

All participants agreed that Islamic religious values give them the patience and strength 

to face obstacles in their daily lives generally and their business particularly. They 

believe that God will answer their prayers if they stay patient; some participants (7/30) 

referred to verses from the Quran to support the importance of patience in Islam, 

“Indeed, God is with the patient” (Quran 2:153). Perseverance is important in conflict 

zones to adapt and continue and this is linked to religious beliefs that God will reward 

people with good results if they work hard, “God is with those who take risk and work 

hard towards their goals” (Nedal, Afghanistan). This was also confirmed by Ahmed 

from Iraq who mentioned that religion is “…a reason before all other reasons, it’s an 

obvious reason, because our God doesn’t leave a person who is trying to strive and work 

properly without help or support”. In Palestine, the participants linked their patience 

and  Sumud with the great rewards from God in the Holy Land of Palestine. This implies 

that Islam as a religion plays a role in shaping the characteristics of its people.  
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Furthermore, an interesting theme which emerged from the data analysis was the 

combination of human agency and surrendering to God’s will. All participants believe in 

divine destiny, which is one of Islam’s six articles of faith. That means that everything 

that happens is destiny and ultimately it is for their good (Eaton, 1994). So, entrepreneurs 

surrender their will to God and accept whatever God has decreed with patience rather 

than  with despair and frustration, “I know that in the end everything has a reason and 

that God chooses the best for anyone” (Saif, Palestine). The participants often used the 

expressions of “insha Allah” and “Alhamdullelah” during interviews, which means in 

Arabic “if God wills” and “Thanks God” respectively. Such acceptance gives 

entrepreneurs inner peace and pushes them to stay positive if they have setbacks in their 

life and business:  

I believe  in destiny, so I don’t have to lose hope in God. For example, when the 

loan was refused, I was upset and despondent, but I told myself that God doesn’t 

want that for me so why I should be upset. I was asking why does this happen to 

me, why is God bringing me those problems. But this was a temporary feeling 

then I realised that it’s our destiny and God wants that, and I have to accept it, 

both good and bad. My faith makes me stronger and realise that I should have 

alternative plans…every problem has one and two and three solutions…and God 

will give me better choices because he knows best. (Ola, Palestine)  

 

This belief in destiny was not a discouraging factor for the participants but rather it was 

a main driver to be active agents. This allows them to think optimistically and find other 

ways to overcome challenges, as stated by Rasha. When the participants were asked about 

their visions for the future, they were optimistic; they justified that by their faith in God 

who would reward those who place their trust and reliance in Him.  

I have experienced many challenges which made my faith in God stronger. Even 

if the business fails, it is certainly for the good, there is a light, but I don’t see 

it...this always makes me feel optimistic, that failure is not the end of the world. 

We need to try and knock on other doors. Your faith makes you look at things in 

an optimistic way...and we always say maybe what happens is good for us. 

(Rasha, Palestine)   
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Moreover, people in those contexts are still guided by their religious rules in their daily 

lives and when doing their businesses, such as refusal to apply to non-interest loans and 

paying bribes (Ali & Al-Owaihan, 2008). In Islam, for example, Muslims believe that God 

will deprive usury of all blessing (Ahmed & Hassan, 2007). Therefore, following 

religious values in such hostile institutional environment could inhibit the resilience of 

entrepreneurs unless they get the necessary support.  

6.6.2 Family Support 

Early resilience literature argued that family is an important protective factor to adapt 

despite facing adverse conditions (Masten et al., 1990; Werner & Smith, 1992). 

Generally, Middle-eastern and Muslim countries have a strong sense of family and 

community, where family is the most influential social institution (Dupree, 2004; 

Giacaman et al., 2006). All participants agreed that their family played an important role 

in their life and their business as well. Most men participants confirmed that their family 

supported them in terms of financial and/or emotional support; however, they did not 

consider that as a main factor. On the other hand, unsurprisingly, all women participants 

agreed that family support is a significant factor for any woman to be able to start a 

business and manage it successfully, which is in line with the previous studies irrespective 

of the context (Brush et al., 2009; Singh et al., 2011; Verheul et al., 2006).  

However, all men and women participants emphasised that this support is more important 

for women living in patriarchal conflict-affected societies. The political situation and lack 

of security could result in their families restricting their movements and thus restricting 

their ability to be involved in economic activities. This was evident in the previous 

Chapter where the security situation has affected the ability of women to access the 

resources and knowledge that can enable them to start a business such as the Palestinian 

case of Siham. Without her father’s support, she would not have been able to participate 

http://www.emeraldinsight.com/author/Brush%2C+Candida+G
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in a training programme, where she obtained a financial grant to start her business. In 

addition, security affects the ability of women to devote more time working on growing 

their business, such as the Afghan case of Sally.  

6.6.3 Social Networks  

Financial and emotional support from social networks is critical for entrepreneurs in order 

to recover and become resilient (Doern, 2016). Despite the fact that it is generally 

assumed that prolonged conflict has a negative effect on social capital because of lack of 

trust and accountability (Henning, 2016), the findings support the belief that social 

cohesion and ties increase in the context of violent conflict (Jenningsa & Sanchez-Pages, 

2017; Nuwayhid et al., 2011). This was a major factor which helped the participants to 

gain greater access to different resources, particularly form informal networks. The 

findings also reveal that the strengthening of social capital is also socially embedded in 

religious institutions which is also one of the resilience factors. This contributes to the 

literature which argues that social capital increases during violent conflict (Gilligan et al., 

2011; Gren, 2009; Voors et al., 2012). Since conflict affects the functioning of formal 

institutions, people have to rely on community networks and social ties (Darychuk & 

Jackson, 2015). In a context of violent conflict, the political and economic conditions that 

people have endured lead to high levels of community cohesion for communal survival 

(Barber, 2001; Giacaman et al., 2006).  

Therefore, entrepreneurs who seek out networking events are able to find marketing 

opportunities, learn from others’ experiences and build more self-efficacy and this reflects 

positively on resilience (Bullough & Renko, 2013). The mutual support between 

entrepreneurs who face the same challenges can foster their resilience. In addition, the 

awareness of social support programmes, supported by international donors, enables 
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entrepreneurs to access financial and managerial resources. Investing in the diasporic 

community is also critical in accessing international markets.   

6.7 Resilience Factors at the Cognitive Level 

As discussed in Chapter 2, resilience is an evolving process through which entrepreneurs 

rely on their own resources and acquire the knowledge, abilities and skills to help them 

face their uncertain futures (Windle et al., 2011). In this study, the entrepreneurs utilised 

their human capital of previous experience and education, worked on enhancing their 

knowledge and skills and kept looking for solutions and information through continuous 

learning which promoted their resilience.   

6.7.1 Previous Experience 

Either in business or employment has enabled the participants to overcome challenges 

regarding access to finance. Most of them started with their savings and utilised their 

social capital to gain access to more resources and market their products/services 

(Davidsson & Honig, 2003). The more experienced participants have greater access to 

financial resources such as bank loans (Zacharakis & Shepherd, 2005). Given the 

pervasive social roles, women believe themselves to be less prepared to embrace business 

successfully (Dickerson & Taylor, 2000). This is the case for the women who started 

businesses in male-dominated fields in a patriarchal society. However, the previous 

experience was important, particularly for women to increase their self-efficacy and 

challenge such perceptions. 

6.7.2 Education 

As most of the participants were pushed into entrepreneurship activities for a variety of 

reasons as discussed in Chapter 6, levels of education had little impact on engaging in 

entrepreneurship (Dickson et al., 2008; Loh & Dahesihsari, 2013). Education in the 

research contexts did not provide the participants with entrepreneurial skills and 
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knowledge, however, it acts as a prerequisite for further learning and the accumulation of 

new knowledge and skills (Unger et al., 2011). For example, it paves the way to discover 

and exploit business opportunities (Shane & Venkatraman, 2000). Therefore, education 

itself was not an enabling factor, however, the knowledge and the skills which the 

participants gained from spending years within education were the most important factors 

in helping them in the survival of their businesses. This is in line with what Unger et al. 

(2011) argued that the outcomes of human capital investments such as knowledge and 

skills are more important than human capital investments, such as education, for 

entrepreneurial success (Marvel et al., 2016). 

Moreover, women’s increased access to education and the spread of information 

technology has reflected positively on the enhancement of women’s status and their 

ability to participate in entrepreneurial activities (Badran, 2005). Enhancing the human 

capital of women by effective design of entrepreneurship education and training programs 

is important to tackle institutional challenges (Bullough et al., 2015).  

6.7.3 Self-Learning 

The ability to learn on a continuous basis is viewed as a key determinant of survival and 

the growth of SMEs (Sullivan, 2000). This is even more important given the challenges 

that entrepreneurs face in conflict zones with regards to the lack of finance, skills, experts, 

training or tailored support programmes (World Bank, 2011a). The brain drain of highly 

educated individuals from developing to developed countries shrinks the qualified labour 

pool and leads to a lack of technical experts (Tung & Lazarova, 2006). So, entrepreneurs 

have primary responsibility for planning and performing their learning experiences 

(Caffarella, 2000). Self-learning, including reading books and learning from the internet, 

has become one of the most important channels of entrepreneurial learning which 

improves the capabilities of entrepreneurs (Jiao et al., 2010). Entrepreneurs who engage 
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in learning initiatives can increase their human capital and have more opportunities to be 

successful in their entrepreneurial endeavours (Tseng, 2013). Entrepreneurs can acquire 

learning, which is not commonly acquired through formal education, by experiencing and 

doing (Baum et al., 2011). Therefore, business failure is considered a valuable learning 

experience to become more self-aware (Cope et al., 2004). 

6.7.4 Role Models 

Role models are considered important for shaping the aspirations of entrepreneurs in 

taking risks and starting up businesses (Wyrwich et al., 2015; Zozimo et al., 2017), since 

they compensate for a lack of experience and knowledge (Bosma et al., 2012). For 

example, participants who are older and started businesses after years of experience did 

not consider role models as important in order for them to succeed. So, they have self-

efficacy because they rely on their own experience to start their own business and make 

it successful (Parker & Van Praag, 2006).  

Role models can increase perceptions of self-efficacy by observing the behaviour of 

others or being exposed to their successes and failures (Buunk et al., 2007; Van Auken et 

al., 2006). Entrepreneurs make judgments of efficacy based on their evaluation of the 

opportunities and challenges that they are likely to encounter (BarNir et al., 2011). 

Therefore, role models can provide tools and enhance one’s feeling of being able to deal 

with risks and difficulties (Zhao et al., 2005). This factor is significant since living in a 

risky environment with a lack of access to resources could demotivate people from 

starting a business unless they are extensively and increasingly exposed to entrepreneurial 

role models.  

Not only they are an inspiration for the start-up phase but also, more importantly in the 

post-start-up phase to maintain the business, as they act as a source of information and 

support whereby entrepreneurs can learn about how things can be done, where resources 
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can be obtained, and of factors leading to success and failure (BarNir et al., 2011). 

Therefore, networking events, which most of the Afghan participants were involved in, 

are one of the most important sources for finding role models and learning from others. 

Not only were success stories helpful to them, but also learning from others’ failure was 

also important to raise awareness of the complexities involved and how to effectively 

handle challenges (Bledow et al., 2017).  

On the other hand, women entrepreneurs seem to have less examples of role models which 

play a role in their decision to start and/or continue. In this study, role models were 

particularly important for the women participants in Afghanistan and Palestine. For them, 

role models are mostly their women’s friends who have business or other women 

entrepreneurs who participate with them in exhibitions or workshops. Those same sex 

role models were important in increasing their self-efficacy and providing encouragement 

and support to continue (Rivera et al., 2007). 

6.7.5 Training/ Mentoring 

The role of international funding in training and skills development was to some extent 

helpful to the participants (Ayadurai & Sohail, 2006). Engagement in tailored business 

development training and mentoring are important to build the belief in entrepreneurial 

ability and access more resources. The training offered to the participants enhanced their 

human capital with regards to knowledge, skills, and capabilities. Therefore, it could be 

argued that the provision of training or formal education may be a better strategy than the 

provision of capital or loans as a support mechanism (Honig, 2001), which could develop 

resilience.   

Women’s associations are a particularly enabling factor for women entrepreneurs (World 

Bank, 2014). In Palestine, social support programmes are one of the reasons for an 

increase in the number of women entrepreneurs, which in turn supports a change in 
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society’s perception of entrepreneurship as a career, particularly for women. This sheds 

light on the importance of women’s associations working in conflict zones where they 

can have an influential role in increasing women’s representation and fostering social 

changes (Fuest, 2008). They were the main support for women participants in Palestine 

which provided them with financial, managerial and legal support. In societies with 

gender discrimination and stereotypes, development interventions could improve 

women’s economic and social status and the acceptance of their participation (Beath et 

al., 2013). The following sections provides a contextualising discussion on 

entrepreneurship, gender and resilience in conflict contexts based on the above findings.  

6.8 Entrepreneurship and Gender in Conflict Contexts   

In the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) generally, governments played a dominant 

role in the structure of employment and production, which was associated with significant 

increases in social services such as education and health (Abrahart et al., 2000). The high 

share of public employment contributed to the continued preference for public sector jobs, 

particularly for educated people (Al-Ali, 2007). Despite the fact that governments in the 

research context are no longer able to secure employment for job seekers, young people 

still have a high preference for government jobs (Stevenson, 2010; UNDP Iraq, 2012). 

Cultural and social legitimation of entrepreneurship shapes the way an individual’s 

entrepreneurial beliefs influence the intention to start a business and the likelihood of the 

individual turning that intention into action (Castaño et al., 2015; Powel & Rodet, 2012). 

This was evident since most of the participants did not think of entrepreneurship as their 

career and they faced problems convincing their people of starting a business. This 

reflects that social legitimation of entrepreneurship predict interest in such activities in 

the country (Begley & Tan, 2001).  



223 

 

Particularly in countries which are politically unstable, expanding government 

employment was a priority for international agencies in order to reduce unemployment 

and promote peace (World Bank, 2011a). This was based on opportunity-cost theory 

where the increased employment may contribute to less political violence and grievances 

(Barnett & Adger, 2007; Goodhand, 2003; Gough, 2002; Iyengar et al., 2011; Murshed 

& Tadjoeddin, 2009), though other authors rejected a positive correlation between 

unemployment and violence (Ballentine et al., 2004; Berman et al., 2008; 2011; Crost  et 

al., 2014; Ohlsson, 2002). Therefore, people prefer to benefit from those temporary jobs 

rather than risking their resources in a business which might not work. 

Moreover, people who are living in conflict zones, particularly if they are exposed to 

violence, tend to have a higher preference for certainty (Callen et al., 2014). However, 

lack of job opportunities or  short-term job creation programmes in such contexts promote 

self-employment as a survival strategy for those who are not able to find a regular job 

(Bozzoli et al., 2012). The growing insecurity in Afghanistan and Iraq, because of the 

military withdrawal from Afghanistan in 2014 and the withdrawal of all US troops from 

Iraq in late 2011, and the rise of the “Islamic State” in 2014, has resulted in a decrease in 

the number of companies and organisations working there and increased unemployment 

(Hammes, 2015; Mitchell, 2017). As the context of this study still has a donor economy, 

aid withdrawal can be a factor that can promote conflict (Nielsen et al., 2011). As Ciarli 

et al. (2015) found the presence of foreign troops in Afghanistan created economic 

opportunities with an increased demand for goods and services and aid employment 

programs. However, such demand will no longer be needed once aid organisations leave 

(Marktanner & Merkel, 2019). 

Furthermore, in Middle Eastern countries, and particularly in conflict-affected countries, 

where the persistence of patriarchal gender relations and the absence of strong 
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government with the capacity to implement programmes for women’s rights (Moghadam, 

2005; Ozbilgin & Healy, 2003), women have to face several social barriers hindering 

their opportunities to participate in economic life. In all of the three research contexts, the 

labour force participation rate of men was almost four times higher than that of women. 

The labour force participation rates in 2017 of men and women respectively were 86.7% 

and 19.4% in Afghanistan (ILO, 2018a), 77.1% and 19.7% in Iraq (World Bank, 2018) 

and 70.9% and 19% in Palestine (PCBS, 2018). This affects their ability to save money, 

gain knowledge and access relationships as evident with more men were able to establish 

a partnership with friends or investors.  

Therefore, and as the context of this study is characterised by lack of inheritance or 

property rights for women and less access to social networks (Scalise, 2009; Sultana, 

2012), women have to rely on their family’s financial support in order to engage in 

economic activities (Butler & McGuiness, 2013). However, men were able to get finance 

from friends and local investors as well. This in line with the challenges women face 

generally, means they have less access to capital and start with lower ratios of debt finance 

than their men counterparts (Bruin et al., 2007; Jamali, 2009). Many women 

entrepreneurs started their business with a smaller amount of start-up capital than men 

either because they may have a lack of confidence in their entrepreneurial capabilities 

when compared to men entrepreneurs, may have less equity than men or they fear that 

they will meet with discrimination when they apply for official loans (Marx et al., 1997; 

Verheul & Thurik, 2001). In this study, the women were more cautious and had more fear 

than men regarding the growth of their businesses and the burden of loans in the light of 

the difficulties in their countries (OECD, 2012; Watson & Robinson, 2003). 

In addition, while local and diaspora investors can play an important role in contributing 

to their country’s development through transfer of knowledge, exchange of experience 
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and financial support for investment and rebuilding efforts, they are difficult to attract 

since they consider their homelands to be a risky investment environment (Bray, 2009; 

Gillespie et al., 2001). For example, the Afghans and Palestinians in the diaspora pose a 

net worth of USD 5 (World Bank, 2005) and 120 billion (Bank of Palestine, 2016) 

respectively. However, only a few participants in Afghanistan were able to secure finance 

from local investors.  

When entrepreneurs create their business, they are able to contribute to job creation, as 

seen in Table 6.2. This is in line with previous literature in developing countries which 

suggests that entrepreneurial activities create jobs for other people (Naudé, 2010). This is 

particularly important in the context of violent conflict where there is lack of job 

opportunities, lack of social security and increased poverty (Blattman & Ralston, 2015; 

Fort & Schipani, 2011; Tobias et al., 2013). However, the role of the women participants 

was significant in creating jobs for other women. The sixteen women in this study have 

created jobs for 226 people (36 men and 190 women), while the fourteen men have 132 

people working with them (120 men and 12 women). The changes in gender roles and the 

involvement of women in previously male-dominated areas were facilitated by the 

ongoing conflict in those countries (Haeri & Puechguirbal, 2010). Entrepreneurship has 

the potential to not only contribute to economic growth (Audretsch et al. 2008; Tobias 

and Boudreaux, 2011; Welsh et al., 2013; Barbara, 2006), but also to empower women 

and promote gender equality (Giles and Hyndman, 2004; Kumar, 2000; Wood, 2008).  
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Table 6.2: Number of Working People 

Several authors have shed light on the importance of women entrepreneurs in reducing 

poverty (Duflo, 2012; Hughes et al., 2012; Kevane & Wydick, 2001), and this was evident 

in the findings where the women participants were mainly interested to help women who 

are experiencing economic hardship. Interestingly, most of those women participants 

realise that their gender in their countries still acts as a barrier for women to engage in 

social, economic and political life. This is because the relations of patriarchal gender and 

Country 
Pseudony

ms 
Gender Business 

At start-up Post start-up 

M W M W 

Iraq Areej F Sports centre 0 4 0 4 

Palestine Dalal F Embroidery 0 2 0 25 

Iraq Eman F Pastries 0 1 0 15 

Iraq Fatima F Pharmacy 0 1 0 2 

Afghanistan Heba F Embroidery 0 20 7 90 

Iraq Laila F Design of special occasions 1 0 1 3 

Palestine Maram F Digital marketing 1 1 3 1 

Palestine Nadin F Carpentry 0 0 1 0 

Palestine Ola F Furniture & decoration 0 0 3 3 

Palestine Rana F Aluminium accessories 0 0 1 3 

Palestine Rasha F Toys crochet and training 0 1 1 10 

Afghanistan Razan F Pharmaceutical company 5 3 10 5 

Afghanistan Sally F Cultural centre 1 5 3 25 

Palestine Sawsan F Fisherwoman 1 0 3 0 

Palestine Siham F Roses Planting 1 0 3 2 

Afghanistan Walaa F Gems and jewellery 0 0 0 2 

Total Working People in Women Businesses 10 38 36 190 

Palestine Adel M Make/install building décor. 4 0 20 2 

Iraq Ahmed M Mobile shop/training 1 0 2 0 

Iraq Ali M Plastic interior decoration  3 0 6 0 

Iraq Anas M Precast concrete production 0 1 20 2 

Iraq Fahd M Science camp 0 0 2 0 

Afghanistan Hasan M Consulting services 1 0 3 0 

Palestine Khaled M Media production 1 0 10 5 

Palestine Maher M Printing services 2 0 4 1 

Afghanistan Nedal M Travel company 1 0 9 0 

Palestine Raji M Training centre 1 0 4 2 

Palestine Saif M Agricultural services 0 0 2 0 

Afghanistan Sameh M 
Saffron & online platform 

for businesses 
2 0 3 0 

Afghanistan Zaher M Information technology  0 0 10 0 

Afghanistan Ziad M Software development  2 0 25 0 

Total Working People in Men Businesses 18 1 120 12 

Total Working People 28 39 156 202 
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unequal power in conservative societies restricts women’s capacity to participate actively 

and benefit from development processes in a sustained and effective manner (Kabeer, 

2012). However, such gender inequalities can be aggravated in conflict-affected countries 

(Cockburn, 2010; Giles & Hyndman, 2004). While both men and women entrepreneurs 

face challenges in conflict zones, women are more affected by the context. For example, 

while women have the intention and ideas to start a business, they have more obstacles 

than men in conflict zones to access certain resources which could increase their skills 

and turn their ideas into reality (Holmén et al., 2011; Myatt, 2015).  

Issues such as security and traditional gender roles in this study affected women’s ability 

more than men’s to expand their business or to convince investors of the value of their 

firm (Beath et al., 2013; Van Osnabrugge & Robinson, 2000), particularly in Afghanistan. 

In the highly patriarchal society of Afghanistan, women still have to fight for their rights 

and their ability to contribute to their society. Decades of oppression have limited the 

Afghan women’s rights and influenced public opinion as to what is considered socially 

acceptable for a woman, resulting in a 153th ranking out of 160 countries (123th for Iraq) 

in terms of Gender Inequality Index (UNDP, 2018). Despite the efforts to improve the 

lives of Afghan women over the past years and increase their economic participation, 

long-standing cultural practices in Afghanistan are still a constraint for them to be 

perceived as active agents (Beath et al., 2013). However, the women in this study realise 

that engaging more women will result in the social change (Calás et al., 2009). Therefore, 

they tend to empower and create jobs for other women, which they did, based on the 

previous findings.  

Moreover, governments in conflict-affected countries have weak administrative 

capacities and they suffer from institutional deficiencies which affect their ability to 

provide people with essential services (Anderson et al., 2010; Krasner & Pascual, 2005). 
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This confirms the importance of entrepreneurs and their activities in this context which 

can be an alternative option to compensate for inadequate government performance and 

serve their societies (Nafzinger, 2006; Nenova, 2004). Each participant’s case is different 

but many of them offer services to advance certain sectors such as technology or health 

care services which were not fully supported by government institutions (Schwartz et al., 

2004). 

6.9 Contextualizing Resilience of Entrepreneurs in Conflict Zones    

According to Fredrickson (2001: 222), “Resilient individuals are said to bounce back 

from stressful experiences quickly and efficiently, just as resilient metals bend but do not 

break”, which is a narrow definition (Smith et al., 2010). Such a definition could be 

appropriate to describe recovery from short-term adversities, but it does not capture how 

resilience works and is developed when adversities are ordinary. Adversities became an 

inevitable facet of people in conflict zones where they tend to normalise their abnormal 

daily-lives (Nguyen-Gillham et al., 2008). Scheper-Hughes (2008) argued that for those 

living in constant difficult circumstances where hardship and trauma are usual events, 

they experience forms of every day resilience. Normalisation, hence, is an important 

process for entrepreneurs’ resilience in such contexts since the adverse conditions are out 

of their control and prolonged whereby they might not be able to eliminate or end them. 

The more people had previous difficult experiences which they had endured, the less they 

have extreme psychological reactions to new difficulties (Doern, 2016). Therefore, such 

experiences had influenced the motivation, values and beliefs of entrepreneurs (Bellows 

& Miguel, 2009; Voors et al., 2012). 

Based on the findings and discussion, individual resilience is defined as a multi-

dimensional construct that is vital for starting and continuing business operation and 

success. It is a combination of psychological capital, motivation and contextual 

awareness. Different factors and motivations have contributed to the resilience of 
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entrepreneurs which enabled them to overcome entrepreneurial challenges, adapt more 

readily and persist in sustaining their businesses in a hostile institutional environment 

(Fisher, 2011; Jenkins et al., 2014). Table 6.3 shows the resilience factors for men and 

women participants. They are not unique factors to either women or men but rather they 

were more common among men, women or both. 

Table 6.3: Common Resilience Factors for Men and Women Entrepreneurs 

Conflict context and Islamic religious values were critical in shaping the resilience of 

entrepreneurs. They influenced their individual characteristics and the way they run their 

businesses by creating meaning from violence and death which builds their resilience 

(Eggerman & Panter-Brick, 2010; Sousa et al., 2013). An understanding of the 

environment, contextual awareness, enabled the resilient entrepreneurs to predict 

challenges and their consequences in order to avoid them, persevere to overcome them, 

identify gaps and opportunities and utilise and seek available resources (Mcmanus et al., 

2008). Such contextual awareness acts as a resilience source and a pushing factor to 

persevere, particularly in Afghanistan and Palestine. Because of the personal struggles of 

entrepreneurs, they work on helping their people as well. Therefore, necessity 

entrepreneurship pushes resilient entrepreneurs to fight for a better life for themselves, 

their families and their countries.  

Men Women Both 

Self-efficacy Family Islamic religious values 

Previous experience Social support agencies Optimism  

Friends Training Perseverance 

Political support Tax avoidance Self-Learning 

Networking events Rely on other income sources Opportunity recognition 

Role models Informal export Contextual awareness 

Learning from failures  Exhibitions’ participation Entrepreneurship process 

Paying bribes Media reports Motivation  

Business diversification  Empathy feelings   Education  

  Stakeholders network  

  Bricolage 

  Partnership 

  Use of technology 

  Access to international markets 
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Resilience embodies personal characteristics that enable entrepreneurs to thrive in the 

face of adversity (Connor et al., 2003), and distinguish resilient entrepreneurs to perform 

better in the face of challenges (Hmieleski & Carr, 2008). Resilience is understood as a 

factor of  psychological capital (Hmieleski et al., 2015; Luthans et al., 2006), which was 

important in shaping the behaviour of entrepreneurs in such contexts. Resilience is the 

capacity of entrepreneurs to navigate their way to resources which enhance their well-

being and psychological capital, and manage frustration, anxiety or helplessness (such as 

through praying, motivational and inspirational books and YouTube videos).  

“Realistic” optimism is an important factor which influences the other characteristics 

where entrepreneurs have a positive attitude in difficult situations (Ayala & Manzano, 

2014; Youssef et al. 2007). However, perseverance was particularly critical for 

entrepreneurs’ resilience (Fisher et al., 2016). Few Palestinian participants mentioned the 

well-known expression “whatever does not kill us may indeed make us stronger”, which 

are the words of the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. Thus, as entrepreneurs 

persevere in their daily lives, they also persevere in their businesses. Perseverance is 

important in order to progress despite the perceptions of others. Nevertheless, women had 

to persevere and work harder in order to prove their competences as business owners and 

challenge stereotypes within their families and societies.  

Context itself offers opportunities for entrepreneurs to start a business. Therefore, 

resilient entrepreneurs recognise the challenges in their countries and are able to exploit 

them as opportunities which inspires their entrepreneurial motivation (Bullough & 

Renko, 2013). Once they face problems, they are able to adapt positively by making 

changes to their business and look for new opportunities (Fredrickson, 2001; Langowitz 

& Minniti, 2007; Manzano-García & Calvo, 2013). Those characteristics were common 

among men and women, however, men showed more self-efficacy than women when 
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they have more networks, role models and opportunities to gain previous experience 

(Mueller, 2004). 

Therefore, previous experience was an enabling factor for men more than women 

entrepreneurs. Resilient entrepreneurs are able to utilise this experience to gain access to 

more financial and social resources (Ayala & Manzano, 2010; Hmieleski & Carr, 2008). 

The desire to learn and gain more knowledge was achieved by self-learning where 

resilient men and women entrepreneurs enhance their knowledge and skills through 

continuous learning and finding solutions to the problems they encounter. They learn 

through the internet, meeting/observing role models, training, and doing and 

experiencing. Resilient entrepreneurs learn from their entrepreneurial failure (Hayward 

et al., 2010), and look for other opportunities to start again which further develops their 

resilience (Corner et al., 2017; Jenkins et al., 2014).  

However, resilient participants believe that they have the power to resolve problems not 

only because of their own characteristic and efforts but also because of the feelings of 

comfort and security offered by family and social support, where they have positive 

perceptions of their contexts (Khelil, 2016). Therefore, resilience is the process of 

interaction with resources in the external environment that promotes well-being or 

protects against risk factors (Zautra et al., 2010). Resilience combines the characteristics 

of entrepreneurs in navigating their way to resources, as well as the resources provided 

by institutions which results in positive outcomes despite adverse circumstances (Ungar, 

2008). So, resilience is embedded in larger social systems such as family, culture, 

economics, and political systems (Southwick et al., 2016). In the context where 

entrepreneurs are less able to acquire formal resources, they are more likely to depend on 

informal sources of assistance from family and friends (Alvarez & Barney, 2007). Family 

connectedness and social support in conflict zones are important protective factors related 
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to reduce distress and fear (Betancourt, 2004), particularly for women. The dynamic 

interaction with social systems supports the capacities of entrepreneurs to build resilience, 

which increases self-efficacy and the feeling of control, and reduces risk (Southwick et 

al., 2016).  

For men entrepreneurs, networking was particularly important in order to meet other 

entrepreneurs, learn from each other’s experiences and market the business (Bullough & 

Renko, 2013). Furthermore, political connections facilitate the start and growth of 

businesses in gaining the trust of local investors, and this was the case for some men 

participants in Afghanistan despite their young age. For women entrepreneurs, family 

support was particularly critical in conflict zones to support them financially, emotionally 

and socially (Sultan, 2016). Moreover, seeking support from local and international 

agencies, particularly women’s associations, in terms of facilitating business registration, 

financial grants and loans, exhibitions and training enabled the women to enhance their 

self-efficacy and skills and promote their businesses further (Maclure & Denov, 2009; 

World Bank, 2014). 

The relationship between individual resilience and business performance is complex. 

Resilient entrepreneurs are able to run businesses although they do not have great business 

performance or high growth (Fisher, 2011). Entrepreneurs in this study considered 

themselves successful in terms of offering unique products/services, positive feedback 

from customers/people, surviving or maintaining a business despite challenges, making 

an impact, and/or changing attitudes and perceptions. It can be argued that involvement 

in entrepreneurial activities promotes resilience as entrepreneurship creates meaning, 

faith, and purpose within the life of entrepreneurs (Dodd, 2002; Smith et al., 2010). The 

entrepreneurial journey of most of the participants from start-up until the time of the 

interviews combined many personal and institutional challenges. They invested their 
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resources, effort and time into the business, and developed psychological connections 

with it. They talked with passion about their business which is important in order to 

overcome adversities (Fraccastoro, 2011). This connection creates entrepreneurial spirit, 

despite challenges, which enables them to adapt and become involved in a number of 

strategic initiatives and activities to maintain their business (Alnoso, 2015), such as 

acquiring knowledge and skills. Therefore, resilience could be a consequence of 

entrepreneurship and not only a pre-condition (McInnis-Bowers et al., 2017), even for 

necessity entrepreneurship.  

Traditionally, resilience has been recognised as a dynamic process to explain 

entrepreneurial behaviour regarding overcoming adversities, adapting to uncertainty, and 

learning from failures (Hayward et al., 2010; Savolainen et al., 2016). Therefore, 

resilience rests on decisions made by the entrepreneur (Awotoye & Singh, 2017; 

Hmieleski et al., 2015) which are largely influenced by the conflict context. Therefore, 

resilient entrepreneurs are not discouraged by or merely rebounding from adversities, but 

they take action in order to move forward (Gorgievski & Stephan, 2016). Despite the 

regulatory, normative, and cognitive challenges, which led to the failure of some 

businesses (Zimmerer et al., 2007), entrepreneurial activities persist and sustain under the 

ongoing conflict. Entrepreneurs, therefore, follow certain strategies in order to overcome 

contextual and institutional challenges. 

In an inadequate legal environment, entrepreneurs do not trust governance institutions so 

they anticipate the problems that they might face and take proactive actions to circumvent 

either the occurrence or consequences of those challenges. Tax avoidance, such as in the 

case of the Palestinian women participants, enable entrepreneurs to ensure the survival of 

the business though this also inhibits business growth when there is a reliance on informal 

exports to access markets internationally and escape bureaucracy and complicated 
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regulations (Nichter & Goldmark, 2009; Sleuwaegen & Goedhuys, 2002). Bribery, such 

as in the case of the Afghan men participants, enable entrepreneurs to save time and lives 

and avoid the negative consequences of inspections, delaying work and getting fined 

(Fries et al., 2003; Williams et al., 2016). Moreover, resilient entrepreneurs utilise 

available and/or new resources using strategies such as relying on other income sources, 

bricolage and partnership which buffer against the constrained resources and compensates 

for a lack of knowledge.    

However, following certain strategies could harm the performance of the business. On 

the one hand, for example, not applying for non-interest loans because of religious values 

in such resource-constrained contexts limits access to financial resources. On the other 

hand, paying bribes reduces the available financial resources to develop the business. 

Therefore, understanding context and culture where entrepreneurship takes place is 

important for designing programmes which promote resilience. Figure 6.2 shows the 

empirical framework of this study.  
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Figure 6.2: Empirical Framework of Resilience Process 

 

6.9.1 Highly Resilient Entrepreneurs in Conflict Zones    

Based on the results on motivation, challenges and resilience factors for both men and 

women entrepreneurs in the three countries, it can be concluded that the vast majority of 

the sample fitted into the category of medium resilient (7 men and 6 women), while the 

least resilient category were only women (31% of the women’s sample). However, twelve 

participants were categorised as highly resilient (7 men and 5 women). Resilient 

entrepreneurs are portrayed as individuals who thrive despite adversities. They have the 

capacity to proactively anicpate, cope with and adapt to challenges and persistent 

adversities, and to maintain stable and healthy levels of psychological and emotional 

functioning. Highly resilient entrepreneurs show more proactive behaviour; they believe 
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that they are able to actively cope with difficulties, view institutional challenges as 

opportunities and take advantage of them, persevere during times of adversity, adapt to 

current and expected challenges so they actively involve in learning and navigate 

available resources. They do not wait for institutions to react, rather they create or provide 

their own institutional support through collaboration with others, building networks, and 

challenging and changing perceptions and attitudes. On the other hand, least resilient 

entrepreneurs show reactive behaviour; they blame the context/conditions for their 

performance, respond to the problems once they happen so they tend to bounce back, they 

cope more than adapt which is effective in the short-term only, and still lack the 

psychological capital (see Appendix F for further explanation).  

Even though most of the participants started out of necessity, many of them were driven 

by independence as well. People living in conflict zones are aware of the difficult 

conditions and numerous challenges they face. This could inhibit risk taking but not for 

highly resilient entrepreneurs, who seek independence. Therefore, they take risks to start 

and persevere to continue. The highly resilient entrepreneurs, thus, learn from their 

failures which they consider as a learning experience when their main motivations were 

independence and economic prosperity (e.g. Sameh and Zaher in Afghanistan). 

Nevertheless, independence was a motivation after the accumulation of experience, and 

financial and social capital. This has implications regarding the importance of providing 

entrepreneurship education, and financial and human capital, and promoting social 

acceptance of an entrepreneurial career, which will make the decision of starting a 

business less difficult and risky in conflict contexts.  

Therefore, independence as a driver during the operation of the business in addition to 

the continued efforts to look for opportunities distinguish high resilient entrepreneurs 

from others. For example, the Palestinian entrepreneur, Nadin, started out of necessity; 
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however, she realised with time her strong desire for self-employment. Therefore, her 

resilience was a process of necessity entrepreneurship motivation, independence after the 

start-up, challenging society’s perceptions combined with self-efficacy and efforts to 

access social capital. The least resilient entrepreneurs, on the other hand, who started out 

of necessity still lack the independence driver and the human capital. 

Resilience can be more observed in Afghanistan and Palestine where the combinations of 

necessity entrepreneurship and independence were main motivations for the start-up 

which also impacted upon their self-efficacy and perseverance to overcome challenges 

and change perceptions (e.g. Saif in Palestine). In those two countries, the high rates of 

poverty and unemployment, especially among youth, play a significant role in shaping 

these entrepreneurial motivations and their resilience, as discussed previously. On the 

other hand, men show higher resilience than women where they have more access to 

resources and networks in addition to the prevalent culture of assigned gender roles where 

men must work and secure income (Beath et al., 2013).  

The tremendous uncertainty and challenges in conflict zones makes business planning, 

marketing, sustainability and growth difficult and a long-term process. So, highly resilient 

entrepreneurs persevere to overcome and adapt to challenges. For instance, the 

Palestinian entrepreneur, Raji, who decided after the last war in Gaza in 2014 to lay off 

his employees and move to his neighbour’s office so they both shared rents and other 

expenses. He kept working hard on his own and put much effort into marketing and offers 

and gradually he moved back to his office. He acts proactively to manage expected 

difficulties and adapts to setbacks with actions such as savings, learning and introducing 

new technologies and training courses, and offering his services to international markets.   

Therefore, high resilient entrepreneurs are actively involved in learning and also navigate 

available resources to exploit new opportunities and knowledge. As a result, they have 
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high levels of strong ties and are able to seek social support from their informal and formal 

networks (Doern, 2016; Hmieleski et al., 2015), which justifies their strong belief that 

they have the ability to overcome challenges. This was more common among Palestinian 

entrepreneurs through social support programmes and Afghan men entrepreneurs through 

partnership, in addition to the informal support for both. The high resilient Palestinian 

entrepreneur, Rana, takes advantage of any available training, workshop and exhibitions 

to market, learn and upgrade her work. Once she had marketing issues, she sought and 

applied a new area of learning whereby she was the first to make aluminium accessories. 

She utilised her social networks with NGOs to finance training in Italy, where she met 

her partner, and shared resources to start the new business line and grow further.  

Therefore, highly resilient entrepreneurs focus on innovation and growth rather than just 

saving the business (Khelil, 2016). They perceive the positive side of their context which 

they consider sources of new opportunities. However, such entrepreneurial orientation is 

promoted with self-efficacy and the belief in getting the necessary social support. The 

Iraqi entrepreneur, Fahd, realised he studied pharmacy only because of his school’s high 

score and family and social perceptions. However, he decided to start a makerspace to 

change such attitudes by prompting the culture of entrepreneurship especially among 

universities. He uses his social relationships with other makerspaces in other countries 

where he participates in events and workshops in order to grow, although he still faces 

challenges. Therefore, highly resilient entrepreneurs persevere to make changes and 

challenge perceptions (e.g. Heba in Afghanistan and Nadin in Palestine).  

Highly resilient entrepreneurs keep navigating the external environment for more 

opportunities and resources. For example, they use technology and networks for learning 

and marketing. The Palestinian entrepreneur, Khaled, utilised LinkedIn to approach and 

reach clients and the diasporic community in the Gulf countries. He was able to make 
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connections with Palestinians working in the Emirates who helped him to reach their 

employers and meet them in person after they saw the quality of his work. This opened 

good opportunities for Khaled to work with clients in the Emirates and also to reach other 

clients in Kuwait, as he indicated in the follow-up interview. Similar examples are Saif 

and Ola. 

Highly resilient entrepreneurs are able to anticipate and avoid challenges even if this 

means adopting “unethical” strategies such as lying regarding sales (e.g. Heba in 

Afghanistan) or the country of residence (e.g. Khaled in Palestine), paying bribes or tax 

avoidance which they justify by institutional deficiencies in conflict zones.  

Therefore, highly resilient entrepreneurs are able to grow their businesses, have long-term 

plans, contribute to job creation, solve critical problems and change attitudes. Those 

outcomes could lead to having an impact in reducing poverty and aiding the country’s 

recovery, as evident in previous studies. The least resilient participants are the ones who 

survive difficult conditions in order to maintain their business through their reactive 

behaviour. However, highly resilient entrepreneurs do not necessarily have great business 

outcomes as many of them still need support such as more supportive regulations and 

incentives, and access to finance and markets. Therefore, given a conducive environment, 

these entrepreneurs could have done much better than what they have done so far, and 

this will be discussed in the empirical implications in the next Chapter.  

6.10 Conclusion  

This chapter focused mainly on understanding the resilience of entrepreneurs in conflict 

zones which promotes the survival or growth of their business. Research undertaken in 

non-conflict zones has indicated that the resilience of individual entrepreneurs plays a 

critical role in the success of their business through their attitude and behaviour (Ayala & 

Manzano, 2014; Branicki et al., 2017; De Vries & Shields, 2006; Doern, 2016; Fisher et 
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al., 2016; Hmieleski & Carr, 2008; Santoro et al., 2018; Youssef & Luthans, 2007). They 

highlighted factors such as experience, locus of control, self-efficacy, passion, hardiness, 

resourcefulness and optimism as important factors for individual resilience. Moreover, 

individual resilience plays a key role in re-entry into entrepreneurship after failure 

(Corner et al., 2017; Hayward et al., 2010). In this study, however, becoming involved in 

entrepreneurial activity and success contributed, in turn, to the individual resilience and 

continued efforts to work hard. 

As Ungar et al. (2007) argued, cultural and contextual factors have a great influence on 

resilience, they also impact upon resilience in conflict zones. Lack of peace of mind and 

uncertainty could inhibit entrepreneurial activities and efforts to sustain them; however, 

resilience enables entrepreneurs to stay motivated and keep moving. In the research 

context, despite the institutional challenges, the entrepreneur also plays an important role 

in the survival of his/her business. A combination of optimism and perseverance were 

necessary for the resilient entrepreneurs in order to keep moving and persevere in the face 

of resource constrained and unpredictable conditions. Therefore, they work hard and 

utilise and actively mobilise resources to maintain the business. They thrive by utilising 

their human capital (e.g. education, experience and training) and by working on 

enhancing this capital through self-learning in order to avoid and mitigate the challenges 

they face. Thus, developing the resilience of entrepreneurs is essential in order to sustain 

their businesses (Lee & Wang, 2017). 

Moreover, entrepreneurs in such hostile business environments have to persevere when 

they face a discouraging family and society, and weak government support. The social 

challenges discussed in the previous chapter, which are embedded in the political and 

cultural systems of those countries, contributed to enhancing resilience where they were 

influenced by self-justification and rebuffing any negative feedback associated with their 
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decisions. Overcoming the challenges in order to prove themselves and their ability to 

succeed contribute to the individual resilience. Nonetheless, social support and 

community solidarity due to conflict and religious factors were important for building 

resilience. Therefore, resilience is embedded in collective identity and the motivation to 

provide for their people and country (Kirmayer et al., 2011; Ungar et al., 2007). This was 

evident with the participants’ motivation to improve their economic situation, make 

positive changes in their country and/or empower women.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CONCLUSION   

This study has broadly made two main contributions to the existing literature since 

research on resilience and also on entrepreneurship in conflict zones is still limited. 

Therefore, this final chapter demonstrates how the main research question was addressed 

by first considering how the research objectives were achieved in the light of the findings 

discussed in the previous chapters. The following sections then highlight the main 

implications of the study in advancing theory and informing policy and practice. The 

chapter concludes by exploring potential avenues for future research.  

7.1 Entrepreneurial Motivation in Conflict Zones 

Recalling from the findings in Chapter 6, the main start-up motivations for the 

participants were  economic prosperity, independence, making impact, special interests, 

lack of job opportunities, opportunity recognition, observing role models, women 

empowerment and heritage reservation. Therefore, different push and pull factors played 

a role in starting businesses in the research contexts. Not only the personality played a 

role in entrepreneurial motivation but also their motivations stemmed from the 

problematic and opportunistic situation in their contexts. In line with previous studies, 

most of the participants were pushed towards self-employment and entrepreneurship 

(Ciarli et al., 2015), where seeking economic prosperity was a main motive for both men 

and women participants. Most of the men participants, however, started because of the 

need for independence and making an impact in their countries. This was more evident 

with the participants who first gained experience which also helped them to access 

financial and social capital. The Afghan men started mainly to gain more money and after 

observing other entrepreneurs which stimulated them to become employers, and to help 

their people and country by offering job opportunities and advancing the economy.     
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Most of the women participants, chose their business idea based on their special interests 

in which they had expertise, which minimised their fear of the risks involved. In Palestine, 

the need to improve the economic situation and the lack of job opportunities pushed the 

women to utilise their special interest and find an opportunity to exploit to start a business 

whereas the women in Afghanistan were mainly interested in changing the social situation 

in their country through empowering other women.   

This study contributes to entrepreneurship literature by shifting away the focus from 

studying the necessity-opportunity entrepreneurial motivations and their roles on the 

satisfaction and success of entrepreneurs (Benzing et al., 2009; Block & Koellinger, 2009; 

Khelil, 2016). Rather, necessity drivers can enable entrepreneurs to become opportunity-

orientated by either avoiding failure or enhancing preferences for independence and self-

employment which they might not consider due to contextual barriers such as social 

legitimacy of entrepreneurship. This gives significant implications on the importance of 

considering context and the different intersectional factors shaping the success and 

resilience of entrepreneurs.  

As Bullough et al. (2014) argued, little is known about the drivers of entrepreneurial 

intentions in war-torn countries. In contrast to their study, however, this study revealed 

that resilience and self-efficacy were not preceding conditions for entrepreneurial 

motivation but rather the opposite was true as well. For example, necessity 

entrepreneurship was an important motive to persevere and become resilient. Many of the 

participants did not have independence driver or self-efficacy before starting the business, 

nonetheless, this has been enhanced with entrepreneurship and the emotional and social 

support they received which adds to their resilience. This study contributes by shedding 

more light on this area, where the context itself and the challenging but opportunistic 

environment played a significant role on entrepreneurial motivation. 



244 

 

Additional factors, such as making an impact in their fragile countries and contextual 

awareness, were important to shape their intentions which have been overlooked in 

previous research in stable contexts. Moreover, most of the studies conducted in conflict 

zones focused mainly on women entrepreneurs and their motivations and challenges. 

However, this study is considered one of the limited studies which have focused on men 

entrepreneurs using a qualitative approach. Understanding entrepreneurial motivation in 

conflict zones has empirical implications in designing policies and interventions which 

encourage more individuals to engage in entrepreneurship.    

7.2 Entrepreneurial Challenges in Conflict Zones 

Previous research has focused intensively on the impact of conflict on entrepreneurship 

but there is still a dearth of micro-level empirical studies (Brück et al., 2013). This study, 

however, focused mainly on exploring in-depth the obstacles which entrepreneurs face in 

extremely challenging contexts by listening to their own experiences and perspectives. 

Resilience literature also has predominantly been conceptual (Bhamra et al., 2011). This 

study highlighted the nature of those challenges and how entrepreneurs were able to 

overcome or mitigate them which fostered their individual resilience and business 

performance, which previous resilience research failed to achieve (Korber & 

McNaughton, 2018). Moreover, this study recognises the specificity of this context by 

exploring the challenges of men and women, where men are as implicated in gender issues 

as women, and face challenges in terms of their age, access to resources or political 

affiliation, though less than women.   

Conflict zones are replete with institutional voids. The findings suggest that entrepreneurs 

in conflict zones face challenges at three institutional levels. At the regulatory level, in a 

unique environment characterised by protracted and ongoing conflict, entrepreneurs face 

more challenges than their counterparts who live under stable conditions. This is because 
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political violence has threatened the existence or establishment of stable institutions on 

which people can rely (Justino, 2008). The regulatory and legal system was one of the 

main challenges for entrepreneurs in conflict zones. The unfairness of the legal system 

leads to greater corruption, inequality and to more strangling regulation. Negative 

perceptions of government institutions might hinder entrepreneurship and risk taking. 

However, this was not the case here due to the combination of the push and pull 

motivational factors discussed previously in conflict zones. The participants are aware of 

the insufficient efforts of their governments to support their entrepreneurial activities.  

Challenges such as corruption, marketing issues, restrictions on exports, dumping of 

imports, insecurity, lack of external finance and underdeveloped infrastructure negatively 

affect their entrepreneurial efforts. The high costs involved in complying with legal 

regulations have an adverse effect such as paying bribes in order to comply with highly 

complicated tax laws in Afghanistan. Some of the challenges discussed can only be 

addressed with the development of stronger institutional frameworks that tackle 

corruption, enable the enforcement of law and the establishment of major financial 

institutions. While regulatory institutions affect both men and women entrepreneurs, 

women had more fear of registration and paying taxes in the light of the difficult 

circumstances in their countries. Moreover, women reported feeling more constrained by 

a lack of capital than men, with greater challenges to identify, approach and convince 

investors of the value of their abilities and businesses.   

At the normative level, the position of women, particularly in Afghanistan, has improved 

and more women are participating in politics and the economy. Despite the fact that 

conflict has an important role in opening opportunities for women to go outside the house 

and involve in economic activities, stereotypes and gender-based discrimination affect 

women’s economic participation. Cultural values and perceived religious beliefs still 
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restrict the ability of women to become involved in many activities. Therefore, while 

more women than men participants were able to identify opportunities, they have more 

obstacles to overcome to access them. This could justify having interventions to remove 

barriers which provide women entrepreneurs with financial and social assistance to start 

and run a business. However, the men participants who are younger and educated 

expressed their support for women’s work and their important role in the current situation 

in their countries. This reflects the changes in gender roles and ideologies among people 

and the opportunity for promoting gender equality. Moreover, social legitimacy of 

entrepreneurship is still lacking in this context, as most participants indicated that they 

did not receive the required support from their family and friends to start the business. 

This was mainly due to the risks involved in starting a business, in addition to not 

perceiving entrepreneurship as a respectable career.  

At the cognitive level, entrepreneurs face challenges with respect to finding the 

appropriate information sources and experts to direct their entrepreneurial efforts. The 

education system is still not equipped to promote entrepreneurship among students and 

provide the necessary skills and knowledge. Moreover, internationally funded projects 

seem also to lack the effectiveness to offer appropriate interventions that build the 

capacities of entrepreneurs to start and run a business.  

7.3 Factors of Entrepreneurs’ Resilience in Conflict Zones   

Most previous studies focused on business resilience rather than individuals, which still 

needs more research (Bullough et al., 2014). Studies which focused on individual 

resilience assumed entrepreneurs are resilient and this inevitably impacted on the 

resilience of their businesses in stable economies (e.g. Ayala & Manzano, 2014), and in 

conflict zones (e.g. Daou et al., 2019). This study, however, argues that individual 

resilience is also a consequence of entrepreneurship process through building a 
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psychological connection between entrepreneurs and their businesses. This connection 

shapes their personal characteristics and their willingness to maintain the business despite 

difficulties. This study contributes to the resilience and entrepreneurship literature by 

analysing the role of context and how people were able to develop resilience over time.   

From the previous discussions, it can be argued that conflict played a significant role in 

shaping the personalities and mentalities of the people living in such contexts. In the 

Middle East, where conflict has become a normal facet of many people’s daily lives, 

daily-life difficulties either in personal life or business-related are normal and anticipated 

or unforeseen events could occur at any time. Therefore, these prior experiences and the 

expectation of challenges improves the resilience of entrepreneurs. Existing evidence 

supports that people during conflict could be psychologically resilient (Anna et al., 2011; 

Buvinic et al., 2013; Darychuk & Jackson, 2015). Therefore, resilient individuals emerge 

from adversity strengthened and more resourceful. As Bartone (2006) discussed 

understanding that stressful and painful experiences are a normal aspect of existence, 

makes people hardier and believe that life is meaningful which enables them to cope 

through normalisation. In Palestine, for instance, the practices of Israeli occupation and 

the everyday suffering of the Palestinians gave them the capacity to make life as normal 

as possible where they rely on certain resistance strategies (Turner, 2012).  

Context also influences the motivation of entrepreneurs. Previous studies suggest that 

entrepreneurs who start a business due to unemployment or financial difficulties do not 

make much effort to lead their business to success and give up easily (Block & Koellinger, 

2009; Khelil, 2016; Omri & Frikha, 2011), and that opportunity entrepreneurship is 

associated with more growth-oriented businesses (Fairlie & Fossen, 2018). In contrast, 

entrepreneurs in this study could not detach themselves from their experiences of conflict 

which enabled them to adapt, endure difficulties and look for alternatives. The 
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combination of necessity and opportunity motivational factors to start and/or continue the 

business enhance the perseverance of highly resilient entrepreneurs to utilise all efforts 

and available resources in order to learn, continue and provide a better life for themselves, 

their families and fellow citizens.   

The third objective was met by suggesting that those entrepreneurs who persist in their 

daily lives to face difficult challenges and deal with adversity are also more likely to 

persist in their businesses. Their resilience is understood as a factor of  psychological 

capital (Luthans et al., 2006), such as optimism, perseverance and self-efficacy, which 

informed the resilience of entrepreneurs and shaped the way they behave. Highly resilient 

entrepreneurs persevere and do not give up despite difficult circumstances and they 

bounce back from entrepreneurial failure (Hayward et al., 2010). They act proactively 

and involve actively in learning and looking for new opportunities, and seek and receive 

social support to overcome and adapt to challenges. This process also facilitates highly 

resilient entrepreneurs to flourish in situations that others may find overwhelming. 

Cross-cultural studies have shown that resilience is a process highly influenced by 

cultural values and contextual factors. This was evident in this study, where Islamic 

values and conflict situations have significantly contributed to the resilience of 

entrepreneurs, and shaped their personal characteristics, motivation and their ability to 

acquire resources from formal and particularly informal networks. Given the weak formal 

institutional structure, family and the community notably offer protection and are 

especially important in providing emotional, social and/or financial support (Kaniasty & 

Norris, 2008), which influences self-efficacy, perseverance and resilience in such context. 

The resilience in Afghanistan and Palestine seems to be related to the connection to the 

land and the feeling of duty towards their countries (Darychuck & Jackson, 2015; Marie 



249 

 

et al., 2018) in addition to the available social support from international development 

agencies. 

A significant finding in this study was religion, where its values and practices 

significantly influence the resilience of entrepreneurs and their ability to navigate 

challenges in precarious contexts. This is unsurprising given that previous studies from 

other disciplines showed that religion is as important resilience resource for people living 

in conflict zones (Dubow et al., 2012). Islam, as a religion, remains a major spiritual and 

social force influencing the lives of Muslims (Davis, 2013). However, it is still under-

researched in entrepreneurship literature (Gursoy et al., 2017), and this study makes an 

important contribution to this literature by looking more closely at religion as one of the 

important institutional factors in conflict contexts.  

7.4 Resilience Strategies in Resource-Constrained Environments  

Previous research has studied the resilience strategies for big companies and more 

attention is given to the context of SMEs though mostly in advanced countries (Alonso, 

2015). However, resilience strategies, in contexts where challenges are part of everyday 

life, predictable and occur frequently, still need more exploration (Daou et al., 2019; 

Linnenluecke, 2017).  

Business performance is influenced by the resilience attributes of individual 

entrepreneurs. The psychological capital of entrepreneurs are an important driving force 

of the business, where resilient entrepreneurs have the capacity to sustain their business. 

They tend to learn from their failures and look for other opportunities to start a business, 

which further develops their resilience. Moreover, they tend to follow certain strategies 

to overcome the regulative institutional pressures in their countries. When people believe 

that the justice system is unfair and that they are not treated fairly, they become 

disrespectful and disobey the law. This results in some of the participants following 
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strategies such as informal business and tax avoidance. At the same time, paying bribes 

and diversification behaviour can also be encouraged by institutional deficiencies and 

corruption. The difficult economic conditions and growing competition in the home 

country also motivates entrepreneurs to explore foreign opportunities, although through 

informal exports.  

In addition, entrepreneurs in resource-constrained environments create ways to do more 

with less by being resourceful and making use of the limited resources available. They 

actively engage in bricolage and finding ways to challenge institutional constraints and 

avoid the need for external financing through creativity, thriftiness, cost-cutting, or any 

means necessary. They rely on human and social capital to start and survive a business. 

The participants in this study did not have significant resources that they could keep and 

use in the event of a crisis, as most of them use their resources to survive and grow their 

businesses. Therefore, relying on other income sources helps to secure additional 

financial income. Business partnering was another strategy to overcome the scarcity of 

resources. In male-dominated contexts, partnering with a man can help women 

entrepreneurs to overcome some institutional obstacles, such as enhancing their 

legitimacy and access to financial and social capital, which were the same reasons given 

by the women in this study for entering a partnership with a man. In addition, the 

participants also looked for external investors in order to ensure the sustainability of the 

business, these were challenging to find and convince due to the risks involved. 

On the other hand, the conflict context itself provides entrepreneurs with opportunities 

which promote their resilience. Institutional deficiencies present opportunities for 

entrepreneurs to contribute to solving those deficiencies through entrepreneurship, and 

this was also reflected in the motivation of some of the participants to make an impact. 

Moreover, the availability of international funding enhances this opportunity to turn 
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entrepreneurial ideas into real businesses. This was particularly important for the women 

participants who benefited from those funding opportunities and participated in local and 

international exhibitions, which increased their visibility and credibility, in particular 

through media reports. This sheds light on the importance of media in presenting success 

stories in such contexts which many not be surprising in stable economies where 

entrepreneurs receive more institutional support.  

7.5 Theoretical Implications  

This study has several theoretical implications, which contribute to the scholarship of 

entrepreneurship and resilience. First, this study answers the call for more attention to be 

paid to the contextualisation of entrepreneurship research (Yousafzai et al., 2019), mainly 

in under-explored contexts such as conflict zones (Aldairany et al., 2018; Branzei & 

Abdelnour, 2010; Bullough et al., 2014; Brück et al., 2013; Daou et al., 2019). It also 

adds to the literature which suggests that entrepreneurs in conflict zones can play 

significant role in job creation and problem solving which can promote peace and 

accelerate economic development in such contexts (Barnett & Adger, 2007; Bray, 2009; 

Brück et al., 2011; Murshed & Tadjoeddin, 2009). 

This study has methodological implications as most existing entrepreneurship studies in 

this context have been focusing on secondary data (Aldairany, et al, 2018). Therefore, 

this qualitative study provides a richer context and deeper insight through investigating 

the motivation of entrepreneurs, and the challenges and efforts made to overcome them, 

in order to sustain their entrepreneurial activities. The study highlights the importance of 

contextual embeddedness when studying entrepreneurship (Al-Dajani et al., 2019), which 

can be more deeply explored using qualitative methodologies. It also sheds light on the 

important role of the arising number of young men and women entrepreneurs who are 
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aware of the situation in their contexts and their interest in contributing to improve the 

economy and promote peace and stability.  

In addition, the study contributes to gender literature by investigating the experiences of 

women entrepreneurs within the specific context of violent conflict (Ayadurai & Sohail, 

2006; Holmén et al., 2011; Lemmon, 2012). Those women, through their persistence and 

hard work, are making significant social changes that promote their status in their 

patriarchal societies, and their ability to start a business in highly gendered professions. 

Moreover, as the study examines the viewpoints and experiences of both men and women 

entrepreneurs, it acknowledges the specificity of the context which is under researched. 

Researching and addressing their needs and challenges through research and policy 

making is a crucial element in reconstructing gender relations in conflict contexts. 

This study has contributed to institutional theory literature by exploring how the 

relationship between entrepreneurs and different pillars of institutions affects their 

resilience. The institutional environment of conflict zones has a paradoxical role, where 

it worked at both promoting and inhibiting the resilience of entrepreneurs. This complex 

relationship, however, needs to be further explored in this context since promoting 

supportive institutional environments will enhance the resilience of entrepreneurs which 

in turn enhances their ability to contribute to the recovery of their societies.  

Another theoretical implication is resilience, which is still a burgeoning topic (McInnis-

Bowers et al., 2017), and the definition of resilience remains broad and contested 

(Morisse & Ingram, 2016). Therefore, this study answers the call for further investigation 

of resilience (Korber & McNaughton, 2017; Linnenluecke, 2017), particularly in different 

contexts such as conflict situations (Daou et al., 2019). Most resilience studies have been 

conducted in advanced contexts and have focused on what is required to be successful in 

the specific context where crisis is understood as a temporary abnormality linked to a 
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particular event (e.g. Alonso, 2015; Corner et al., 2017; Fisher et al., 2008; Santoro et al., 

2018).  

This study contributes to resilience literature by narrowing the knowledge gap regarding 

resilience among micro and small businesses. Research has focused mostly on 

organisational resilience among larger businesses and their environments (Jaaron & 

Backhouse, 2014; Sullivan-Taylor & Branicki, 2011) and a limited body of research has 

addressed resilience in the context of SMEs (e.g. Alonso, 2015; Annarelli & Nonino, 

2016; Conz et al., 2017; Doern, 2016), where they called for future research. Those 

studies explored the role of the SMEs characteristics on business resilience such as 

flexibility, access to finance, planning and strategic decision-making (Battisti & Deakins, 

2017; Lampel et al., 2014; Pal et al., 2014; Reymen et al., 2015), and they focused on 

their resilience after crises.      

Other research has been conducted to explore the role of the individual resilience of 

entrepreneurs in terms of individual characteristics in promoting business resilience and 

enhancing entrepreneurial performance and success (Adeniran, et al., 2012; Ayala & 

Manzano, 2010, 2014; Fatoki, 2018; Fisher et al., 2016; Stoltz, 2000). This is important 

since entrepreneurs can impact on business behaviour in terms of structure, strategy, and 

performance (Branicki et al., 2017; Powell & Baker, 2011). As Korber and McNaughton 

(2017: 1139) argued, their main focus was the individual level and they “rarely discusses 

the scope of conditions or contextual circumstances under which the construct of 

entrepreneurial resilience applies”. This study, however, has taken a more comprehensive 

and multi-level of analysis. The focus of this study is on relationships in the resilience as 

a process across levels of individual characteristics, motivational factors, social 

relationships and context that influences entrepreneurial choices.   
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Moreover, entrepreneurship was examined as important in promoting resilience at the 

macro-level such as within communities (Linnenluecke & McKnight, 2017; Steiner & 

Atterton, 2014) and economies (van de Klundert, 1986; Williams et al., 2013). At the 

individual level, literature implicitly assumes a unidirectional relationship between 

individual and business resilience, where individual resilience contributes to higher levels 

of business resilience which predicts entrepreneurial success (Ayala & Manzano, 2014; 

Branzei & Abdelnour, 2010; Hmieleski et al., 2015). They assumed that resilience is an 

ex ante condition for entrepreneurs to face adverse situations. It did not explore how 

entrepreneurship could foster the resilience of entrepreneurs themselves. What has been 

found in this study is that engaging in entrepreneurial activity gives entrepreneurs a sense 

of meaning and purpose in life which was important in order to thrive in the face of stress 

and difficulties, and, in turn to build individual resilience.   

7.6 Empirical Implications  

Overall, the findings have important implications for various stakeholders including 

governments, international agencies and ultimately local communities where businesses 

operate. The findings show that entrepreneurs strive to make their businesses survive 

and/or grow which also build their resilience. This in turn has socio-economic 

implications where they contribute to create job opportunities, empower women, advance 

certain sectors, make social changes and promote an entrepreneurial culture which could 

have a long-term impact on the economy and the promotion of peace.   

As government policies have the power to influence entrepreneurial activities, the 

outcomes of this study reveal that a regulatory institutional environment can enforce 

policies that serve entrepreneurs and foster business growth. For example, activating of 

anti-dumping laws which protect local entrepreneurs and encourage local production. 

There must also be facilities for entrepreneurs to access information regarding local and 
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international markets. Engaging in entrepreneurship entails considerable risk in such 

context, and without support, entrepreneurial outcomes could be fragile. Governments 

should create a database for entrepreneurs which could provide them with business ideas 

that are still needed in the country and vital to the economy.  

In addition, access to finance should not necessarily be available only through formal 

loans from government and banks. Since diaspora investors might not be willing to 

consider investment in a risky market, governments and other interested parties should 

reconsider their efforts to tap this source of potential foreign investment. The role of the 

diaspora could be significant and the key to private sector development in the three 

contexts such as capacity building, introducing international best practices and finance. 

Therefore, it is important to approach them and facilitate their contributions.  

Moreover, as the labour force participation of women in the Middle East remains the 

lowest in the world, entrepreneurship can offer new opportunities to increase their 

economic participation and create new jobs for other women. The conditions in conflict 

zones have enabled women to redefine their roles in the family and community in ways 

that improved the lives of themselves and their people. The weakening of the patriarchal 

family has resulted in more educated and working women which has contributed to social 

change. The conflict and other factors including educational and technological 

advancement have given women the space to participate and engage in economic, social 

and political life, although they still face gendered challenges particularly in Afghanistan. 

The women in conflict zones still have a visibility problem. Generally, the main focus of 

media attention and research on women has focused on their vulnerability and deprived 

rights which reinforces negative image and stereotypes of women in such contexts and 

overlooks the role they currently play in their countries. However, what has been found 

in this study is that the growing focus on the success stories of women in business in 
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conflict zones makes it possible to eliminate the stereotypes which could enable them to 

gain more access to resources, and change the attitudes of both the local and international 

society. It also enhances the opportunity for women to expand their businesses and to 

increase the confidence of other women to become entrepreneurs. 

Therefore, social change happens by breaking structural barriers and increasing women’s 

participation while could lead to achieving gender equality. The attitudes and behavior of 

families and society need to change in order for this social change to happen. This 

emphasises the importance of development programmes targeting women in addition to 

the publicity of their success stories and roles in adding values to themselves, their 

families and societies. Women’s organisations notably played an important role in 

helping the women participants, therefore, strengthening their role is crucial in promoting 

a women’s agenda. In particular, involving men will be critical to the successful creation 

of gender equality in such contexts, as the men participants generally agreed on promoting 

women entrepreneurs, although some called for empowering both genders, as they lack 

the opportunities available to women.  

In conflict zones, normative and cultural institutions tend to have a stronger influence on 

people’s behaviour and attitudes. This study explored the resilience of both men and 

women entrepreneurs as both genders have needs and face challenges to start and grow a 

business in this context. Accordingly, interventions should be appropriate to promote 

entrepreneurship and empower entrepreneurs based on their different experiences and 

perspectives. Therefore, policies and interventions should be away from an exclusive 

focus on women and make a balance between maintaining the roles of the women and 

meeting the needs of the men to access economic opportunities which could prevent 

men’s hostility. Empowering women in conflict zones should not be understood as only 
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increasing women’s participation in economic activities but also empowering and 

changing the attitudes of men.  

Another important implication is that many of the participants had the entrepreneurial 

spirit after they started the business. Entrepreneurial culture is still growing and young 

people need to gain knowledge and guidance on entrepreneurship. Engaging in 

entrepreneurial activities gave the participants the opportunity to enhance their skills and 

self-efficacy and to look for new opportunities and knowledge in order to maintain their 

business which became their priority. Therefore, resilience may be developed and 

encouraged through building reliable knowledge sources such as education, and capacity 

building interventions to help the development of entrepreneurial skills. More researchers 

are investigating the role of entrepreneurship education on developing resilience (e.g. 

González-López et al., 2019). Schools and universities should be the first places to raise 

awareness and promote interest in entrepreneurship as a respectable career prospect for 

graduates. Entrepreneurship education can be effective to develop entrepreneurial 

intentions and skills and enhance the social legitimation of entrepreneurship in those 

societies.  

Resilience can be developed and taught through implementing entrepreneurship 

education programmes at schools, universities and social support programmes. A broader 

acceptance of self-employment at individual and group level helps to promote 

entrepreneurship at societal level. Furthermore, offering training and mentoring 

programmes conducted by experienced people in the industry could provide the most 

effective way for novices to develop some of the practical skills. In addition, it is also 

important to educate entrepreneurs about what governmental and NGOs support is 

available for them particularly in Afghanistan and Iraq. Most importantly, interventions 

should take into consideration the security issues that could prevent women from 
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becoming involved in education and training activities in order to increase their capacity 

for running a successful business. For example, facilitating access to training by 

conducting them in nearby areas where women do not need to travel long distances or 

include free transportation within the budget of the programmes. 

In addition, capacity building programmes would be an obvious intervention in 

developing skills and capacities. They should be tailored and informative and provide 

entrepreneurs with the necessary information and guidance regarding regulations and 

marketing skills. For example, maximising the impact of using the social media for 

marketing and raising awareness. Building networks, such as the ones initiated by the 

Afghan entrepreneurs, is important as a means to exchange information, market the 

business, enhance self-efficacy and meet role models, where some of the participants 

acted as role models for others as well. There should be more focus on building networks 

and exposure to successful local role models who experienced the contextual challenges 

in a risky environment which will build on the resilience of entrepreneurs and improve 

the performance of their businesses. Discussion with successful role models could have 

a significant impact on overcoming the fear of and increasing the interest in starting a 

business. Exposure to entrepreneurial role models will offer information and guidance 

and will increase self-efficacy especially among women. Those activities are important 

for resilience, where they provide more understanding of the challenges and the different 

ways in which entrepreneurs are building resilience. Networking could also be beneficial 

in facilitating partnerships, as this was one of the significant resilience factors for 

entrepreneurs in sharing resources and risks. Figure 7.1 presents a summary of the 

empirical implications of this study, which could foster a supportive institutional 

environment and enhance resilience. 
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Figure 7.1: Summary of the Study’s Empirical Implications 

 

7.7 Limitations and Future Research 

Like any research, this one is not exempted of limitations. First, one of the challenges 

faced while conducting this study was the lack of data available regarding entrepreneurs 

and entrepreneurial activity in the three countries, and particularly in Iraq. The study of 

entrepreneurship and statistics are still limited in such contexts. Therefore, conducting 

more research on entrepreneurship in the three conflict zones would appear to be an 

obvious area for future research. This would lead to creating a comprehensive data set 

that includes details on the number of entrepreneurs, business sectors, locations, details 

of available social support programmes, etc.  

Second, the main focus of this study was to explore and gain detailed and rich data on 

entrepreneurship and the resilience phenomenon in conflict zones, as the research is still 

scarce in this context. Another obvious area of future research is to explore resilience and 

entrepreneurship in other conflict zones, beyond the ones this study focused upon, and to 
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conduct gender comparative research. This would provide more insights on the behaviour 

of men and women entrepreneurs in conflict zones. 

Third, this study focused on the resilience of entrepreneurs regardless of the sector they 

are working in. Therefore, future research could investigate how different sectors are 

affected by conflict and how the resilience of entrepreneurs differs among them by 

focusing on one or more sectors. One of the important findings was that most of the 

resilient entrepreneurs work in the technology sector. Moreover, the resilient 

entrepreneurs utilised technology in their businesses for self-learning, raising awareness 

and approaching customers locally and internationally using mediums such as social 

media platforms. Therefore, future research could explore in depth the role of technology 

as a resilience resource for entrepreneurs in conflict zones. Future research could 

investigate what would be the most effective ways of helping entrepreneurs to start and 

sustain their businesses in the specific sector and highlight the role they play in their 

countries.  

Fourth, as research on the resilience of entrepreneurs is still growing, more robust work 

is still needed, particularly in the context of micro and small businesses. This is a cross-

sectional study so it might be interesting to conduct a longitudinal study which observes 

the resilience of entrepreneurs and their businesses over a long period and how they are 

able to respond and adapt before, during and after adversities. This can also consider the 

spatial context by studying resilience under different conflict conditions, e.g. the intensity 

of conflict and in different geographical locations within the country. Since measures of 

resilience are still limited, this could be a potential focus for future resilience scholarship 

in conflict zones. This study identified the resilience factors for men and women; 

therefore, future studies might develop a resilience scale to survey and 

measure resilience among entrepreneurs in conflict zones.  
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Fifth, this study focused on the resilience of entrepreneurs after they started their 

businesses, and how the conflict context has impacted on them and their businesses. Since 

resilience is considered as a dynamic process, future research could explore how 

childhood, adulthood and family background had an impact on building resilience. 

Moreover, as the media was an important factor in enhancing the resilience of women 

entrepreneurs and promoting their businesses locally and internationally, future research 

could explore its role in more depth, generally on entrepreneurship and particularly on 

women entrepreneurship in the context of conflict zones, and how it can be effectively 

utilised. Another avenue for future research relates to the impact that international support 

has had on promoting resilience of entrepreneurs, particularly the role of women 

associations.  

Finally, as the findings suggest, men and women entrepreneurs were influenced by their 

religious values in their lives and the operation of their businesses. Therefore, exploring 

in depth the role of religious values in prompting resilience and investigating the 

differences between men and women entrepreneurs could be another interesting area of 

future research. It could also be useful to use the lens of Islamic feminism in order to 

explore how women entrepreneurs in this context use entrepreneurship to empower other 

women and enhance gender egalitarianism through their Muslim identity.  

7.8 Final Remarks 

Several authors argued that political instability reduces economic growth and has a direct 

impact on business growth. Conflict-affected countries have specific characteristics such 

as higher levels of conflict and violence, destruction of infrastructure, inadequate 

performance of government and fragmented civil society which could inhibit risk-taking 

and discourage entrepreneurs from starting or growing a business. The three countries of 

this study face many challenges in order to achieve sustainable peace and stability. 
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However, entrepreneurs are willing to start businesses and work persistently in response 

to institutional voids to keep/grow their businesses and contribute to the development of 

their countries. The perception of danger and uncertainty in conflict zones may inhibit 

engagement in entrepreneurial activities and their survival and growth, except for resilient 

entrepreneurs. Thus, resilient entrepreneurs are the ones who overcome and thrive in the 

face of adverse social, cultural, economic and political conditions.   

As international businesses tend to avoid investments in conflict zones because the risks 

are seen as outweighing the profits, so this is an opportunity for local entrepreneurs. The 

resilient entrepreneurs work persistently to grow their businesses and create economic 

and social impact through creating employment and changing attitudes. The efforts 

entrepreneurs are making despite the challenges, combined with self-efficacy and 

optimism about their businesses, bodes well for their future survival and also growth 

when they get the support they need. This study sheds light on many hidden stories about 

entrepreneurs who started a business, and were passionate about contributing to 

themselves, their families and countries but they failed because they did not have the 

institutional support that many of the entrepreneurs had in this study. Focusing on 

promoting the resilience of entrepreneurs will increase the number of entrepreneurial 

activities, which could reduce poverty and promote peace through entrepreneurship in 

such fragile contexts.   

Moreover, the space for women in conflict zones to participate in economic, social and 

political life has opened up considerably and women entrepreneurs are making great 

achievements. The findings of this study confirm that women during conflict can play 

important roles in empowering women and building economies. They could not be 

framed as innocent and vulnerable, but they act as agents of change and role models which 

contribute to social change and women’s rights promotion. The consequences of such a 
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process and the shared responsibility of both men and women in the country’s 

reconstruction could lead to economic and political stability in those countries. 
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Appendix A: Interview Guide 

Main research question: “How an institutional context characterized by violent conflict affects 

the motivations, challenges and resilience of entrepreneurs, and what factors contribute to their 

resilience?” 

 

Study Introduction 

o Explain the purpose of the study and your personal interest to study this topic in such contexts. 

o Review Consent Form highlighting points such as the rights and entitlements of the participant 

and confidentiality. 

o Offer the participants the opportunity to ask any question and answer them clearly and honestly. 

Ensure their willingness to participate and full understanding. Ask if you could sign the Consent 

Form on their behalf. 

o Request permission to begin the interview and to audio record. 

General Questions (probe for examples and supporting information) 

o Tell us about your journey till you decided to start this business? What were the main motivations 

for the start-up? How your business has developed since then? 

Individual Capacity (probe for examples and supporting information) 

o Based on your business experience, what characteristics must the entrepreneur have in order to 

start and maintain/grow business in your country? (Examples of fear of failure, self-efficacy 

before and after the start-up, fear of social stigma, optimism, hope, perseverance). 

o Describe each of these characteristics and explain why they are needed to be successful. 

o How do you think conflict situation has an influence on those characteristics? 

o Do you consider yourself successful in your business? What are the indicators of success in your 

opinion? 

Regulative Institutions (probe for examples and supporting information) 

o How does the legal environment in your country influence your business motivation and 

survival? 

o Many countries face conflict, however, what is unique about your country’s war ridden context? 

o How common do you think paying bribes in your country can accelerate or process any 

procedures related to business? Have you been forced to pay any bribes? 

o Do you think living in a conflict zone makes it easier/ more difficult to obtain finance?  

o Have you experienced any financial difficulty in your business? How did you overcome this? 

o Where do you market your products? 

o How conflict affects the infrastructure in your country and how this in turn affects your business? 

o Please identify your strategies or approaches to overcome/deal with these unique characteristics 

to sustain your business? 

Normative Institutions (probe for examples and supporting information) 

o From your experience as entrepreneur, do you think that the conflict plays a role in changing the 

traditional gender roles in your society? 

o What was your perception of business as a career choice? 

o How do family and community impact your business motivation and success? 

o What were the reasons for choosing the type of your business?  
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o After the experience of creating your own business, what is your general attitude regarding the 

creation of businesses in your conflict context? 

o Did the conflict have a role in your religious/faith attitudes? How? Does this affect your life and 

business? 

o How social support in your conflict context help you in life and business? Are you aware of any 

social support programs for entrepreneurs?  

o Who do you consider as the crucial social support for the survival of your business (family, 

community, government)? Give details. 

Cognitive Institutions (probe for examples and supporting information) 

o How common is to find successful entrepreneurial role models in your country? Did this impact 

on your business motivation and survival?   

o Please discuss, if any, the role education, training, mentoring, technology have on your business 

motivation and success. 

o How did you overcome problems related to these? 

Final Questions (probe for examples and supporting information) 

o What factors do you think have had helped you the most to continue your business under conflict 

circumstances? 

o Based on your business experience, what are your key recommendations to help entrepreneurs 

to start and maintain business in your conflict context? 

o Please share any other points and comments regarding business start-up and success for 

entrepreneurs not addressed or discussed in this interview. 

 

Personal and Business Information (probe for examples and supporting information) 

 

o Please tell us about yourself (age, education, head of household, number of family members, 

working status before the business).  

o Please tell us about your business (age of business, number of employees at start-up and now, 

business sector, did you change your current business before, did you have a previous experience 

related to the business before starting and for how long, location of the business). 
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Appendix B: The Participants’ Demographic and Business Indicators 

C
o

u
n

tr
y

 

City 

  

Pseudon

yms 

  

Gen

der 

  

Education 

  

Age 

started 

Age 

  

Marital 

status 

  

Business 

  

Age of 

Business 

  

Prev. 

Experi

ence 

  

#  

employees 

at start-up 

#  

employees 

post start-

up 

Partnership 

M W M W family 
Othe

rs 

P
a

le
st

in
e
 

Gaza city-

GS 
Dalal F University 22 30 Single Embroidery 2010 No 0 2 0 25 √   

Gaza city-

GS 
Rasha F University 31 37 Divorced 

Toys Crochet 

and training 
2012 Yes 0 1 1 10     

Hebron-

WB 
Siham F University 19 24 Single 

Roses 

Production 
2012 Yes 1 0 3 2 √   

Ramallah-

WB 
Rana F Collage 30 46 Married 

Manufacture of 

aluminium 

accessories 

2002 No 0 0 1 3   √ 

Gaza city-

GS 
Ola F University 23 27 Single 

Furniture & 

Decoration 
2014 No 0 0 3 3     

Ramallah-

WB 
Maram F University 22 26 Married 

Digital 

Marketing 
2014 No 1 1 3 1     

Nuseirat 

camp-GS 
Nadin F Secondary  38 45 Divorced Carpentry 2011 No 0 0 1 0     

Gaza city-

GS 
Sawsan F Collage 16 24 Married Fisherwoman 2010 Yes 1 0 3 0 √   

Gaza city-

GS 
Raji M University 24 32 Married Training Centre 2010 Yes 1 0 4 2     

Jenin-WB Saif M University 19 25 Single 
Agricultural 

Services 
2012 No 0 0 2 0   √ 

Salfit-WB Maher M University 45 50 Married Printing services 2013 Yes 2 0 4 1   √ 

Gaza city-

GS 
Khaled M University 20 28 Married 

Media 

Production 
2010 Yes 1 0 10 5     
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Bethlehem

-WB 
Adel M Secondary 38 49 Married 

Maker/installer 

of building 

decoration 

2007 Yes 4 0 20 2   √ 

Ir
a

q
 

Baghdad Laila F University 28 31 Married 

Design of 

special 

occasions 

2015 Yes 1 0 1 3     

Basra Eman F Collage 37 48 Married Pastries 2007 No 0 1 0 15 √   

Basra Areej F Collage 59 64 Married Sports Centre 2013 Yes 0 4 0 4     

Baghdad Fatma F University 28 32 Married Pharmacy 2014 No 0 1 0 2     

Basra Anas M University 40 53 Married 
Precast concrete 

production 
2005 Yes 0 1 20 2     

Basra Fahd M University 32 40 Married Science Camp 2010 Yes 0 0 2 0     

Karbala Ahmed M University 19 28 Single 
Mobile 

shop/training 
2009 No 1 0 2 0     

Basra Ali M University 34 38 Married 
Plastic interior 

decoration  
2014 No 3 0 6 0   √ 

A
fg

h
a

n
is

ta
n

 

Kandahar Heba F University 31 41 Married Embroidery 2008 Yes 0 20 7 90     

Kabul Walaa F Secondary  24 27 Single 
Gems and 

jewellery 
2015 Yes 0 0 0 2   √ 

Kabul Razan F University 23 26 Single  
Pharmaceutical 

company 
2015 Yes 5 3 10 5   √ 

Kabul Sally F University 24 27 Married Cultural Centre 2015 No 1 5 3 25 √   
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Business 
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ence 

  

#  
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at start-up 

#  

employees 

post start-

up 

Partnership 

M W M W family 
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rs 

Kabul Hasan M University 22 25 Single  
Consulting 

Services 
2015 Yes 1 0 3 0   √ 

Kabul Sameh M University 22 25 Single  

Saffron 

processing & 

businesses 

online platform  

2015 Yes 2 0 3 0   √ 

Kabul Zaher M University 21 26 Single  

Information 

technology 

services 

2013 Yes 0 0 10 0   √ 

Kabul Ziad M University 21 25 Single  
Software 

development  
2014 No 2 0 25 0   √ 

Kabul Nedal M University 23 30 Single  Travel Company 2011 Yes 1 0 9 0 √   
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Appendix C: Information Sheet for Participants 

 

 

University of Plymouth  

Plymouth Business School 

People, Marketing and Entrepreneurship 

 

Research Information Sheet 

Dear participant;  

I am a doctoral researcher at Plymouth Business School, and I am conducting a study entitled 

“Resilience of Entrepreneurs in Conflict-Affected Zones: Evidence from Afghanistan, Iraq and 

Palestine”. The main aim of this study is to identify and analyse the resilience factors that influence 

men and women entrepreneurs under conflict. In order to achieve this aim, you are invited to participate 

in this study. You have been chosen because I want to learn from your entrepreneurial experience and 

how this may have been influenced by the conflict situation in your country. I also believe that your 

answers and the findings of this study will have useful implications for promoting entrepreneurship and 

resilience in conflict-affected zones. It is totally up to you to decide whether or not to participate, your 

participation is entirely voluntary.  

If you agree to take part in this study, please give me an appropriate time for you to have a Skype or 

telephone interview. Before the interview, I will ask you to read and understand the information sheet 

about this study and to sign a consent form. You will be interviewed for around an hour, and the 

interviews will be audio-recorded with your permission. If you do not wish to be recorded, I will then 

take notes instead. I will ask about your entrepreneurial experience under conflict which will include: 

reasons to start your business, which factors helped you to build your resilience, and overcome obstacles 

and challenges, and how the conflict experience affects you as an entrepreneur. There are no right or 

wrong answers and only your experiences and opinions will help the research to achieve its objectives. 

I just want to hear about your suggestions for improving the entrepreneurial environment under conflict. 

You are free to withdraw from the interview or the project at any point up to 30th December 2018, 

without giving a reason or being disadvantaged in any way. If there is anything that is unclear, or if you 

would like more information, please do not hesitate to ask me.  

By participating in this study, you will help to improve our understanding of entrepreneurship under 

conflict. You will have the opportunity to share your experience and learned lessons so we can work on 

helping other entrepreneurs to start and sustain their own businesses, improve the living conditions of 

their families, and be financially independent rather than relying on humanitarian assistance. If you are 
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interested, I would be happy to provide you with a summary of the research findings when the study is 

completed. 

Please be assured that all information and answers you provide during the study will be kept strictly 

confidential and anonymous. The recordings will be stored securely and used only by the researcher for 

data analysis and for the scientific research purposes. Your identity will be anonymised in all reports or 

publications in order to protect your identity and privacy.  

Thank you in advance for your participation and contribution in enhancement the scientific research. If 

you have any questions or comments about the study and your participation, please do not hesitate to 

contact me: doaa.althalathini@plymouth.ac.uk. Alternatively, please contact the Director of Studies Dr 

Haya Al-Dajani: haya.al-dajani@plymouth.ac.uk or the Faculty of Business Research Ethics 

Committee: FOBResearch@plymouth.ac.uk 

The researcher, 

Doaa Althalathini 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:doaa.althalathini@plymouth.ac.uk
mailto:haya.al-dajani@plymouth.ac.uk
mailto:FOBResearch@plymouth.ac.uk


326 

 

Appendix D: Consent Form 

 

University of Plymouth  

Plymouth Business School 

People, Marketing and Entrepreneurship 

 

Date of Interview: ____ /____ /______    

Country of Interview: ________________           Interviewee Reference: ________________ 

 

Consent Form for Study Participation 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study entitled “Resilience of Entrepreneurs Resilience in 

Conflict-Affected Zone: Evidence from Afghanistan, Iraq and Palestine”. Please read the following 

statements and choose the appropriate option for you: 

 

Participant Name: ___________________________________________________________ 

Participant Signature: ________________________________________________________ 

Or Researcher Signature on behalf of participant: _________________________________ 

# Statement Yes No 

1.  I confirm that I have had the project explained to me and I have read and 

understood the Information Sheet about the research project.  
  

2.  I have considered the information about the study, and my questions have 

been answered satisfactorily. 
  

3.  I agree to take part in this research project and to be interviewed.      

4.  I understand that my participation is voluntary, and that I can withdraw from 

the interview or the study at any point up to 30th September 2018, without 

being penalized or disadvantaged in any way. 

  

5.  I confirm that I am happy for my interview to be audio recorded.   

6.  I agree to the use of my anonymized quotes in the final report of the study, 

and in further publications. 
  

7.  I agree to have a further interview should that be required.   

8.  I am able to sign this form in person.   

9.  If the answer for Q.8 is No: I will give my consent verbally and the researcher 

will sign this form on my behalf, and this will be audio recorded.  
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Appendix E: Motivation for the Women and Men Participants for Start-Up 

Table E.1: Motivation of the women participants for start-up 

 

Table E.2: Motivation of the men participants for start-up
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Figure E.1: Motivation of the women and men participants for start-up 
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Appendix F: Resilience Factors for Each Participant 
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Coun

try 
Name Motivation 

Individual 

Characteristics 
Human Capital Social Relationships Contextual Factors 

Most Resilient 

Afgh

anista

n. 

Sameh 

Economic prosperity, 

independence, making 

impact 

Optimism, 

perseverance,  

self-efficacy 

Previous 

experience in 

business,  

self-learning 

Financial and emotional support from 

friends, 

attending networking events, 

observing and learning from role 

models 

Paying bribes, 

partnership,  

business diversification, 

working part time.  

Afgh

anista

n. 

Zaher 

Economic prosperity, 

independence, making 

impact 

Optimism, 

perseverance, 

self-efficacy 

Previous 

experience in 

business, 

self-learning 

Financial and emotional support from 

friends, 

attending networking events, 

observing and learning from role 

models 

Paying bribes,  

bricolage, 

partnership, 

business diversification, 

working part time, 

starting the business at home, 

political support. 

Afgh

anista

n. 

Ziad 
Independence,  

Making impact 

Optimism, 

perseverance,  

self-efficacy, 

opportunity 

recognition 

Previous 

experience in 

business, 

self-learning 

Financial and emotional support from 

friends and family,  

attending networking events,  

observing and learning from role 

models, management training. 

Starting the business at home, 

partnership,  

political support 

Afgh

anista

n. 

Heba 
Independence,  

Women empowerment 

Optimism, 

perseverance,  

self-efficacy, 

opportunity 

recognition  

Educational level 
Financial and emotional support from 

family and friends.  

Avoid bribes by reducing sales, make 

use of the human capital available such 

as volunteering,  

working part time, 

use of technology for marketing and 

communication, 

informal export, 

media reports,  

empathy feelings. 

Afgh

anista

n. 
Walaa 

Economic prosperity,  

independence.  

Optimism, 

perseverance,  

self-efficacy 

Previous 

experience in 

business,  

self-learning 

Financial and managerial support from 

friends, networking events, training  

Paying bribes,  

working part time, 

partnership,  

exhibitions’ participation,  

business diversification. 

Iraq Fahd 
Independent, making 

impact 

Optimism, 

perseverance,  

self-efficacy, 

opportunity 

recognition 

Previous 

experience,  

self-learning 

Financial and managerial support from 

friends, networking with NGOs 

Bricolage, rely on other income sources, 

use of technology, 

Pal. Khaled 
Independence,  

Making impact 

Optimism, 

perseverance,  

self-efficacy 

Previous 

experience in 

business,  

self-learning 

Financial support from family and 

friends, financial and managerial 

support from NGOs,  

role models. 

Working at home,  

working part time,  
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use of technology for marketing, low 

standards of living comparing to other 

markets. 

Pal. Raji 
Economic prosperity, 

independence 

Optimism, 

perseverance,  

self-efficacy 

Previous 

experience in 

business,  

educational level,  

self-learning. 

Financial support from family and 

friends, financial and managerial 

support from NGOs.  

 

Bricolage,  

use of technology for marketing and 

learning, 

standards of living comparing to other 

markets. 

Pal. Saif 

Independence, 

lack of jobs, 

economic prosperity 

Optimism, 

perseverance, 

self-efficacy, 

opportunity 

recognition 

Educational level, 

self-learning 

Financial support from friends,  

financial and managerial support from 

NGOs,  

role models. 

Working part time,  

partnership,  

use of technology for marketing and 

learning, 

media reports. 

Pal. Nadin 

Economic prosperity, 

lack of jobs, women 

empowerment 

Optimism, 

perseverance, 

self-efficacy 

Previous 

experience, 

self-learning 

Financial and managerial support from 

NGOs 

Tax avoidance,  

use of technology for marketing, 

exhibitions participation,  

media reports. 

Pal. Rana 
Economic prosperity, 

lack of jobs 

Optimism, 

perseverance,  

self-efficacy, 

opportunity 

recognition 

Self-learning 

Financial and emotional support from 

family,  

Financial and managerial support from 

NGOs,  

role models. 

Bricolage,  

partnership,  

use of technology for learning, informal 

export,  

exhibitions participation,  

media reports. 

Pal. Siham 
Economic prosperity, 

independence 

Optimism, 

perseverance,  

self-efficacy, 

opportunity 

recognition 

Previous 

experience, 

education, self-

learning 

Financial and emotional support from 

family,  

Financial and managerial support from 

NGOs 

Bricolage,  

partnership, use of technology for 

marketing and learning,  

media reports. 

Moderate Resilient 

Afgh. Nedal Independence 

Optimism, 

perseverance, 

self-efficacy 

Previous 

experience 

Emotional and managerial support 

from friends, networking events, role 

models 

Paying bribes, bricolage, partnership, 

use of technology 

Afgh. Hasan 
Economic prosperity, 

independence 

Optimism, self-

efficacy 

Previous 

experience 

Emotional and managerial support 

from friends, role models 

Bricolage, partnership, use of 

technology  

Afgh. Razan 
Independence, women 

empowerment 

Optimism, self-

efficacy, opportunity 

recognition 

Previous 

experience, 

education 

Financial and managerial support from 

family and friends, networking events 

Partnership, use of technology, political 

support  
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Iraq Ahmed Economic prosperity 
Optimism, 

perseverance 
 Friends networks, training    Bricolage 

Iraq Ali Lack of jobs 
Optimism, 

perseverance  
 Friends networks   

Tax avoidance, bricolage,  partnership, 

rely on other income sources 

Iraq Anas Independence 

Optimism, 

perseverance, self-

efficacy 

Previous 

experience 
Formal and informal networks   Political support 

Iraq Areej 
Independence, women 

empowerment 

Optimism, self-

efficacy 

Previous 

experience 

Financial support from family, 

training, networking  
Rely on other income sources 

Iraq Laila Independence 

Optimism, self-

efficacy, opportunity 

recognition 

Previous 

experience, 

education 

Financial support from family, training  Use of technology 

Pal. Adel Independence 

Optimism, 

perseverance, self-

efficacy 

Previous 

experience, self-

learning 

Friends networks Bricolage, partnership, 

Pal. Maher Economic prosperity 
Optimism, self-

efficacy 

Previous 

experience 
Friends networks 

Partnership, rely on other income 

sources 

Pal. Rasha 
Independence, 

Women empowerment 

Optimism, 

perseverance, self-

efficacy 

Previous 

experience, self-

learning 

Managerial support from friends, 

training  

Informal business, rely on other income 

sources, informal export, exhibitions 

participation, media reports, empathy 

feelings, standards of living 

Pal. Maram  Independence 
Optimism, 

perseverance 

Education, self-

learning 

Financial and managerial support from 

family, friends, training  

Rely on other income sources, use of 

technology, media reports, standards of 

living 

Pal. Ola 
Lack of jobs, economic 

prosperity  

Optimism, 

perseverance 

Education, self-

learning 
Networking with NGOs, training  

Bricolage, use of technology, 

exhibitions participation, standards of 

living 

Least Resilient 

Afgh. Sally 
Lack of jobs, women 

empowerment 

Optimism, self-

efficacy 

Education, self-

learning 

Financial, emotional and managerial 

support family and friends  
Partnership, informal export 

Iraq Eman Economic prosperity Optimism  
Financial and managerial support from 

family 

Start at home, Partnership, business 

diversification 

Iraq Fatima 
Lack of jobs, economic 

prosperity  
Optimism Education 

Financial and managerial support from 

family 
Rely on other income sources 
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Pal. Dalal Lack of jobs Optimism Education Networking with NGOs, training  

Tax avoidance, bricolage, partnership, 

use of technology, informal export, 

exhibitions participation, media reports, 

empathy feelings, standards of living 

Pal. Sawsan 
Lack of jobs, economic 

prosperity  

Optimism, 

perseverance  
 Networking with NGOs, training  Partnership, media reports 
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Appendix G: Ethical Approval Letter  
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Appendix H: Data Analysis  

Figure H.1:  Transcription, Reading, and Generating Initial Codes 
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