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Abstract

Purpose – This study examines what social ties within collectivist settings mean for women’s venturing and
how these ties support women in gaining empowerment through their ventures.
Design/methodology/approach –Thirteen in-depth semi-structured interviewswith women entrepreneurs
located in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) were conducted to examine the influence of social ties in their
ventures.
Findings – The findings reveal that women in this context, contrary to most reported findings in the extant
literature, both relymore on and find strong ties more conducive thanweak ties in most of their entrepreneurial
behaviours and activities. Results also show how the UAE’s collectivist cultural norms shape social networks
and inform individual decision-making, resource acquisition, well-being and self-efficacy as well as enhance
women’s empowerment through entrepreneurship. The women entrepreneurs were found to leverage their
social ties for both power and action throughout their entrepreneurial journey consistent with their culture.
Originality/value – A conceptual model, derived from the results of a qualitative study, illustrating the
relationships between women entrepreneurs’ use of social ties and the empowering capacities of venturing
within a collectivist cultural context is developed. Based on these findings, the authors discuss the implications
for policymakers and recommend avenues for future research, and research designs, on women entrepreneurs
in collectivist contexts.
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Introduction
The role of social networks is considered a pivotal element for entrepreneurial behaviour and
action (Neergaard et al., 2005; Powell and Grodal, 2005; Drakopoulou-Dodd et al., 2006). The
characteristics of social networks underlie numerous influences, and cultural context has
been identified as a crucial one of these (Drakopoulou-Dodd and Patra, 2002; Klyver and
Foley, 2012). However, research supporting contemporary analysis regarding the impact of
social networks on venturing tends to display a US- and European-centric view, or a
decontextualized perspective, which assumes a Western form of entrepreneurship that is
based on individualist cultural norms as universally standard (Al-Dajani and Marlow, 2013;
Welter et al., 2019; Zali et al., 2013). This approach gives little consideration to the relationship
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between social networks and entrepreneurship based on other cultures, notably collectivist
ones. Consistent with this understanding, inherently entrepreneurial activities such as
creativity, innovation, opportunity recognition and opportunity exploitation have been
positively associated with distant relationships andweak social ties (Granovetter, 1973; Ruef,
2002; Maurer et al., 2011), which are more prevalent in individualist settings. This is
supported by views that see individualism as an essential precursor for growth and wealth
creation (Allik and Realo, 2004) and that apply a seemingly culturally objective
entrepreneurship research ontology (Shane and Venkataraman, 2000). With increasing
intellectual contributions from researchers located in the Global South and in non-Western
countries in recent years, considerable ontological and epistemological critique has arisen
regarding conventional research logic (Brush et al., 2009; Yousafzai et al., 2019; Welter et al.,
2019). There are calls for studies that embrace the heterogeneity and multiplicity of lived
entrepreneurial experiences in different cultures, which pay attention to individual
involvement in, and enactment of, cultural context (Welter and Gartner, 2016; Al- Dajani
and Marlow, 2013) to generate greater contextual understanding regarding the role of social
ties and networks for women entrepreneurs (Lindvert et al., 2017; Roos, 2019).

The present paper contributes to this research stream by analyzing the impact of social
relations/ties on entrepreneurial behaviour and activity of women in a cultural context that is
dominated by the interplay between collectivism and Islamic religion (Tlaiss, 2014), notably
female nationals in the Arab-Islamic, collectivist society of the United Arab Emirates (UAE).
The paper asks about the relationship between women’s use of social relations and their
entrepreneurial behaviour within a collectivist cultural context. In this context, the paper will
also identify specific and contextualized enunciations of women’s networking behaviour.
While previous research has shown that collectivism may be particularly important for
understanding entrepreneurship in general (Hofstede, 1980; Tiessen, 1997), studies that
combine the two research streams (women’s businesses and collectivism) are still scarce. The
study of female entrepreneurship in developmental contexts often falls victim to similar
Western-logical pitfalls, where the concepts of collectivism and gendered patriarchal
environment are often blurred or not distinguished (Radcliffe, 2015), allowing underlying
assumptions that collectivist contexts are detrimental to female entrepreneurial activities to
remain unexamined or critiqued (Arregle et al., 2013). Therefore, the present article analyses
what social ties within collectivist settings mean for women’s venturing. Collectivist
environments prioritize the needs of the group or, at a minimum, consider them at least
equally important as individual needs and rights (Triandis et al., 1988). The prevalent
understanding of entrepreneurship also implies an individualist notion of the self in relation
to social ties (Wood et al., 2021). Entrepreneurship, particularly with regards to women, is
considered a liberating force to gain autonomy and independence from the constraining ties
of their collectives (e.g. family, tribe, clan) as a precursor to successfully pursue
entrepreneurial venturing (Ojediran and Anderson, 2020). This perspective, however,
ignores the embeddedness of women’s entrepreneurship in its collectivist cultural contexts,
which dominate most regions of the world (Ng et al., 2022). Moreover, the implicit Western
individualist perspective underestimates the positive potential of social networks and social
ties in collectivist contexts, reflecting the contextual bias when analyzing social networking
and its impact on entrepreneurial activity. Based on our qualitative study and its empirical
findings, we develop a conceptual model that illustrates the relations between women
entrepreneurs’ use of social ties and the empowering capacities of venturing within
collectivist cultural contexts.We show how collectivist cultural norms shape social networks,
instruct individual decision-making, resource acquisition, well-being and self-efficacy and
enhance women’s empowerment through entrepreneurship.

Our paper is organized as follows. We begin with a literature review that critically
analyses the main concepts and the relations between them; we then contextualize the debate
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and describe the context of women entrepreneurship in the UAE. This is followed by an
explanation of our methodology which details methods utilized to generate our empirical
observations. The findings inform our conceptual model, which we discuss in detail. We
conclude with our research contribution, whilst recognizing limitations and offering avenues
for further research.

Literature review
Entrepreneurship and social networks
Venturing activities are embedded in a network of social relations, notably interpersonal
links that can facilitate or constrain entrepreneurial actions (Leyden et al., 2014). Such social
networks are central for successful entrepreneurship since they provide access to knowledge,
assets and skills which the individual entrepreneur may otherwise lack (Huang et al., 2019;
Ma et al., 2020; Elfring et al., 2021). Within entrepreneurship literature, a distinction between
strong and weak ties is common to identify different contributions of social relations to
entrepreneurial success (Granovetter, 1973). Granovetter identified time spent in a
relationship, quality of emotional bonds between actors, degree of relational reciprocity
and intimacy, as key factors that influence the strength of a relationship. Weak ties refer to
social connections in that they are characterized by substantial distance between actors who
do not necessarily share similar backgrounds, life, or professional experiences (Schoonjans
et al., 2013; Kozan and Akdeniz, 2014). On the other hand, strong ties base on deep trust and
knowledge and on greater emotional investmentwith peoplewho share the same background
or similar life experiences (Jack et al., 2008; Akçomak and M€uller-Zick, 2018) for example,
family and friends (Birley, 1986). Strong ties provide entrepreneurs with detailed and tacit
knowledge and resources (Chen and He, 2011), and they are important for entrepreneurial
motivation, intention and social support (Hite and Hesterly, 2001). Weak ties, on the other
hand, are distant and diverse in nature, and they provide entrepreneurs with new
information, knowledge and perspectives, as well as with greater opportunities to connect
with outsiders that can benefit entrepreneurial learning (Kingsley and Malecki, 2004). Weak
ties tend to give rise to new business opportunities (Leyden et al., 2014).

Research shows that entrepreneurs use a mix of strong and weak network relations
during different venture stages (Sullivan and Ford, 2014; Bastian andTucci, 2017; Omar et al.,
2020). Both forms of social relations are highly relevant for firms and fulfil different
entrepreneurial needs (Lechner and Dowling, 2003; Durda and Klju�cnikov, 2019; Omar et al.,
2020). Early-stage entrepreneurs have been shown to rely predominantly on strong ties to
access scarce resources (Birley, 1986) and to test new ideas (Greve and Salaff, 2003). During
later venture stages, entrepreneurs use diverse social ties, to gain access to resources, which
could not be sourced through the market (Strobl and Kronenberg, 2016; Bastian and Tucci,
2017), or to benefit from coopetition networks (Elfring and Hulsink, 2003). Diverse social ties
also impact entrepreneurial opportunity recognition and exploitation differently (Elfring and
Hulsink, 2003). For example, Partanen et al. (2014) find that the commercialization of radically
new products requires the use of strong and weak ties: Strong ties allow for continued
interaction with customers, researchers and industry partners to gain better understandings
of products, customer needs and R&D processes. Weak ties relate more to industry partners
that can function as brokers to connect entrepreneurs with markets. Products that are more
incrementally innovative require weaker tie relations that connect entrepreneurs to
distributors and distribution networks (Partanen et al., 2014; Manuela et al., 2021).

Gender and the use of social networks. Entrepreneurship rates have differed substantially
between men and women across many countries. There has been an ongoing debate around
the way women and men use social networks and if this impacts entrepreneurial outcomes.
Earlier research on the subject found that women tend to be disadvantaged because of their
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lack of industry, entrepreneurial and managerial experiences compared with male
counterparts, which reflects in the composition of social networks (Fischer et al., 1993;
Cromie and Birley, 1992). For example, women were shown to rely predominantly on female
personal contacts and some singular male primary contact (Cromie and Birley, 1992).Women
seemed to have less robust and less diversified networks, which failed to be supportive of
innovation development and entrepreneurial growth and less diversified networks of weak
and strong ties (Menzies et al., 2004; DeTienne and Chandler, 2007). Across different
countries, women’s networks were shown to emphasize strong ties, notably kin relations
(Greve and Salaff, 2003; Renzulli et al., 2000; Neumeyer et al., 2019) and single networks,
mostly family related (Klyver, 2011; Bastian and Tucci, 2017). In comparison, men were
involved in broader networks (Gonzalez-Alvarez and Solis-Rodriguez, 2011) including
entrepreneurial ones (e.g. entrepreneurs, investors, business angels). Many of the research
findings have been criticized by scholars like Ahl (2005), Ahl and Marlow (2012, 2017) and
Foss (2010) as overemphasizing differences between male and female entrepreneurial
behaviour and used to hold women responsible for entrepreneurial failure or ineffectiveness,
because they somehow do notmeet prevailingmale entrepreneurial standards (Ahl, 2005; Ahl
and Marlow, 2012). In that sense, women’s networking is often considered as suboptimal,
despite being not so different from male behaviour, simply because the gender compositions
of networks are predominantly female (Ahl, 2005), and there is an assumption that women
dominated networks cannot be as effective as male dominated ones (Foss, 2010). Such
research tends to ignore systemic factors and related structural constraints of gender unequal
societies with regards to work, education, career and family circumstances (Ahl and Marlow,
2012; Brush et al., 2019). Besides, gendered professional contexts tend to expose women to
less diverse networks and often women are prohibited sufficient access to resources
controlled by male dominated networks (Klyver and Grant, 2010; Renzulli et al., 2000; Ufuk
and €Ozgen, 2001).

Culture, empowerment and the use of social networks. In addition to female entrepreneurial
behaviour not fitting the predominantly masculine networking norms, social networking, is
contingent on culture (Zali et al., 2013; Bastian and Zali, 2016) with concomitantly substantial
impact on entrepreneurial outcomes (Ojediran and Anderson, 2020). In this context,
individualistic cultures emphasize the needs and rights of individuals, assuming that the
pursuit of individual wellbeing and prosperity will also benefit the group or society
(Matsumoto et al., 1996; Triandis et al., 1988). On the other hand, collectivist cultures primarily
prioritize the needs and rights of the group. In individualist contexts, weak ties were shown to
be positively correlated with entrepreneurial opportunity recognition (Ma et al., 2011),
innovativeness of firms and new product and service development, whereas in collectivist
contexts, it was shown to be other way around – and strong ties turned out to be more
conducive to knowledge sharing and for mobilizing important entrepreneurial resources
(Rooks et al., 2016; Wood et al., 2021). In collectivist contexts, social aspects rather than
functional benefits are central to understand networking behaviour (Rooks et al., 2016) as
there is a strong preference toward loyalty to the in-group, such as extended family and tribes
(Xiao and Tsui, 2007; Wood et al., 2021), and sharing resources bases on social norms that
prescribe whom to trust and with whom to share (Ma et al., 2011).

Women’s entrepreneurship is also considered as an important catalyst to female agency
and empowerment (WEF, 2019; UN, 2018), where women gain in personal autonomy and
overcoming gender discrimination and social constraints (Shamieh and Althalathini, 2021).
In collectivist contexts, networking behaviour emphasizing strong ties was shown to be a
particularly successful strategy for women from a venturing and emancipatory perspective.
A comparison of Afghan and US American (Bullogh et al., 2017) and on female entrepreneurs
in the MENA region (Kalafatoglu and Mendoza, 2017) reveal how in-group collectives
(notably, families) defended women’s interests against prevailing gendered societal norms
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and helped in balancing societal expectations with women’s personal goals. Japanese and
Chinese case studies show how in-group collectives are central to the entrepreneurial success
of female members, since they provide essential support in the form of childcare,
psychological help, financial support and others (Sequeira et al., 2016). In the following, we
examine how the use of social relations support empowerment in an Islamic collectivist
context.

Methods
Context: UAE
The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has a Sunni Muslim, Arab culture with family and tribal
networks having both an active and central role and so offers an Islamic model of welfare for
local citizens. The UAE has one of the largest oil reserves, thus individual Emirati nationals
are very well supported with the state providing all university and medical costs free of
charge and generous support and allowances upon marriage, providing housing and land,
pensions and business start-up funding. Recent Gallup data has shown this model to have
been reflected in the finding that unemployment – a situationwhich commonly has a negative
impact on well-being – does not have a large role in life satisfaction here (Lambert et al., 2022).
There are thought to be two reasons for this: there is an extensive social safety net, and, as a
collective culture, the extended family supports those without work or income of their own.

There are large numbers of female students in universities across the country – according
to the UAE Gender Balance Council, over 70% of university graduates in the country are
women – who also directly benefit from the mandating of entrepreneurial education in the
country for all students. Traditional barriers to women’s entrepreneurship such as access to
capital, lack of family/spousal support, imposter syndrome and the like are not prevalent
here. Emirati women have access to and autonomy over their ownmoney, which is frequently
substantial, given that “maintenance” costs for female family members is the purview of
males (fathers, brothers, husbands) (Briegel and Zivkovic, 2008). In fact, the latest Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) report reflects that although overall numbers are still
small, women almost equal men in terms of entrepreneurial activity in the UAE, and a similar
situation exists across the Gulf, with Saudi Arabia having more women entrepreneurs than
men. In summary, Emirati women are autonomous and privileged with their access to, and
interest in, entrepreneurial activities supported by the state, the local religion and commonly
in families and wider society. In addition, the confidence Emirati women feel in their ability
and their position as entrepreneurs is reflected in the GEM finding that entrepreneurs in the
country regard themselves as innovative and having made an innovative contribution to
marketing or business through their work.

Data collection and analysis
This study focuses on exploring the social ties leveraged by women entrepreneurs beyond
their types and nature, focussing on the socialization process that creates different strengths
in ties, which then produces empowerment. As such, the investigation into social ties includes
contextual conditions by looking at their importance in business ventures. With the research
question looking to investigate “why” and “how” social ties supported the entrepreneurial
behaviour and activities of women entrepreneurs in a collectivistic context, a qualitative
methodology based on multiple cases was adopted (Yin, 2013). This approach was chosen to
offer an in-depth explanation, with comprehensive and rich insights, on how different social
ties embedded in the real-life environment impacted women entrepreneurial behaviour and
empowerment (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Multiple cases are necessary to capture the
heterogeneity and uniqueness of each woman and her ventures.
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Face-to-face interviews were chosen as the main data collection method. With support
from the Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ADCCI), the women entrepreneurs
were selected based on purposeful sampling. Three criteria were used in selecting the cases.
First, following the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM) classification of an owner/
manager of an “established business”, we selected only local woman entrepreneurs with an
established business of more than 42-months. This allows richer experience and more
evidence in their sharing on social interactions with different ties. The second criterion is
she must employ at least two full-time workers, to show her ability in job creation. Third, the
business must be fully owned and managed by the women entrepreneur herself. Using
the database provided by ADCCI’s Al Ain office, we approached 75 women fulfilling these
criteria as potential informants. Few qualified for invitation, as the majority only take part in
business on a part-time or co-owned basis. To ensure confidentiality and with respect to the
national culture, the business specialist at ADCCI contacted the potential informants on our
behalf to obtain their agreement to participate. After several rounds of arranging suitable
times to meet, we managed to conduct interviews with thirteen women in their business
premises or the ADCCI office. Though the sample was identified in the Al Ain branch, the
participants conducted business throughout the UAE. Al Ain has the highest proportion of
Emirati nationals in comparison with expat-dominated cities like Dubai and Abu Dhabi, as it
is where the founding father of UAE started his political career and the birthplace of the rulers
of the UAE, Al Ain remains a royal city. Thus, it preserves a rich Emirati culture. The
majority of the Emiratis in Al Ain live close to their family, or within the same family
compound that supports collective customs and norms. The oldest university in the country
is also in Al Ain and most of its graduates are female. The university is also one of the first to
offer a business degree with a major in entrepreneurship.

A brief interview guide, including such questions as age, educational, venture information,
types of social ties, their social interactions, positive outcomes from the ventures, etc. was
devised from the literature review and administered to the women entrepreneurs during the
meetings to facilitate the overall direction of the interviews. They were asked to comment in
detail on how they use and engage different social ties in business ventures. Data collection
continued until additional interviews did not seem to generate any new conceptual categories,
which has been referred to as data saturation in the literature (Suri, 2011). The women
entrepreneurs appreciated research focussing on them and shared their thoughts openly.
They were pleased that researchers from different backgrounds were interested to learn their
stories. Under such settings, we reduced social desirability bias, as the subjects of study were
not drawn to give better answers to conform to the societal expectations (Glesne, 2006;
Maxwell, 2005). The length of the interviews varied from aminimum of 60 min to a maximum
of 120 min. All participants allowed the interviews to be audio recorded. A female native
speaker of Arabic with research experience was present during each interview to interpret.
Professional transcribers converted each recording into a written document. The native
Arabic speaker conducted follow-up telephone interviews where necessary, to clarify
information and obtain missing data. Secondary information such as company catalogues,
websites, newsletters and interviewer notes were triangulated with the interview data to
enhance construct validity and reliability. Profiles of the women interviewed is shown in
Table 1. Pseudonyms were given to the interviewees to ensure anonymity. They were
35.71 years old on average, with the youngest being 22 and the oldest being 59 years old.
Regardless of their age, education background and business characteristics, all the women
interviewed relied on family as their main social ties in business, while relatives and friends
formed the second group of dominant ties.

To ensure reliability and consistency in the analysis process, each member of the research
team read through the interview transcripts several times to get a comprehensive understanding
of each case, then organizing them into categories using table and highlighting text on the
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transcripts. We developed a cross-case analysis to find the commonalities and differences in the
types and use of social ties among the women entrepreneurs (see Table 2). Then, notes and
highlighted transcripts were compared to discover possible properties based on the cases
(examples of short notes found in Table 2).With the use of Nvivo 12, the transcripts were coded,
and properties were grouped into categories. The analysis allowed us to form first-order codes,
which emerged from the rich data. The iterative process of exploring themes and cases ceased
whenwe foundwe could no longer discover anynewcategories. Based on these first-order codes,
we identified themes to generate second-order codes by showing their connection with
entrepreneurial behaviour and empowerment. Following that, aggregate theoretical dimensions
were developed, which are illustrated in our data structure table (Table 3). Table 3 provides the
detail of how we progressed from raw data to emerging themes (Gioia et al., 2012). We had a
vigorous and extensive series of meetings to review the responses from the interviewees. The
robustness of these discussions leveraged our various personal, national and academic
backgrounds as none of us are Emirati nationals or native Arabic speakers. This allows us to
view the subject matter from different angles while also understanding the interactions in
context (Flyvbjerg, 2006). The research teamhave conducted extensive research andwork in the
Arab region. One of the members was invited to facilitate series of workshop to support new
venture creation for the Emiratis and worked on the socioemotional wealth aspect of family
business in the UAE. Two members in the team have lived and socialized with the Emiratis for
more than three years. They have also developed strong engagement with the Emirati venture
funding agency, Chamber of Commerce and the local communities.

Findings
The four aggregate theoretical dimensions are explained with supporting quotes from the
thirteen cases. Referring to the literature, the dimensions are linked to the concept of
empowerment. In another words, social ties leveraged by the women eventually boosted their
empowerment.

Social ties, decision making power and empowerment
Thewomen relied extensively on close social ties during the venture creation stage, especially
for idea validation and inspiration. Despite having no relevant experience in business or

Pseudonym Age Education
Age of
business

# of
staff Social ties used

Aisha 38 High school 8 16 Family, friends and social media
Amal 30 Master’s degree 6 4 Family and business contacts
Fatima 45 High school 7 4 Family
Fazeya 59 High school 16 2 Family, relatives and friends
Ghada 40 Bachelor’s

degree
7 2 Family and social media

Mariam 35 Bachelor’s 8 7 Family, relatives and friends
Meera 24 Bachelor’s 6 8 Family
Muna 22 Bachelor’s 9 13 Family
Noura 34 High school 8 4 Family and friends
Pure 38 Bachelor’s 9 25 Family and social media
Salama 45 Bachelor’s 28 17 Family
Shaikha 28 Bachelor’s 9 40 Family, relatives, friends and friends of

friends
Shamsa 27 Master’s 9 6 Family

Table 1.
Profile of women
interviewed
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t

d
ea
li
n
g
w
it
h

cu
st
om

er
s

In
st
it
u
ti
on
al

su
p
p
or
t
fo
r
st
al
l

B
oo
st
ed

h
er

co
n
fi
d
en
ce

L
oa
n
an
d

n
et
w
or
k
fr
om

K
h
al
if
a
F
u
n
d

S
h
or
t
n
ot
es

W
as

a
p
ol
ic
e
of
fi
ce
r

an
d
sh
oo
ti
n
g

in
st
ru
ct
or

b
u
t
a

v
er
y
cr
ea
ti
v
e
p
er
so
n

Q
u
it
e
u
n
su
re

of
h
ow

to
p
la
n
,g
oe
s

w
it
h
th
e
fl
ow

an
d

m
ar
k
et
,c
h
ee
rf
u
l

an
d
op
ti
m
is
ti
c

A
m
b
it
io
u
s
th
ou
g
h

sh
e
n
ev
er

h
ad

an
y

w
or
k
ex
p
er
ie
n
ce

b
ef
or
e
th
e
v
en
tu
re

H
u
m
b
le
an
d
so
ft

sp
ok
en
,t
id
y

w
or
k
sp
ac
e,

st
ro
n
g
em

p
h
as
is

on
fa
m
il
y

M
is
ta
k
es

d
id

n
ot

d
et
er

h
er

m
ot
iv
at
io
n
s,
b
ol
d

an
d
b
u
si
n
es
s

or
ie
n
te
d

A
ri
sk

ta
k
er

to
d
o

w
h
at

it
ta
k
es

to
b
e

su
cc
es
sf
u
l,
n
o
p
ri
or

w
or
k
ex
p
er
ie
n
ce

Y
ou
n
g

en
tr
ep
re
n
eu
r

w
it
h
p
ri
or

st
ar
t-

u
p
ex
p
er
ie
n
ce

(c
on
ti
n
u
ed

)
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M
u
n
a

N
ou
ra

P
u
re

S
al
am

a
S
h
ei
k
h
a

S
h
am

sa

B
u
si
n
es
s

A
b
ay
a
d
es
ig
n

C
h
ild

re
n
cl
ot
h
in
g

F
as
h
io
n
d
es
ig
n
er

A
rc
h
it
ec
tu
re

fi
rm

R
es
ta
u
ra
n
t

S
of
tw

ar
e
d
ev
el
op
er

T
y
p
es

of
so
ci
al

ti
es

(S
T
)
u
se
d

F
am

ily
F
am

il
y
an
d
fr
ie
n
d
s

F
am

il
y
an
d
so
ci
al

m
ed
ia

F
am

il
y

F
am

il
y
,r
el
at
iv
es
,

fr
ie
n
d
s
an
d
fr
ie
n
d
s

of
fr
ie
n
d
s

F
am

il
y

S
T
in
fl
u
en
ce

on
d
ec
is
io
n
-

m
ak
in
g
to

cr
ea
te
v
en
tu
re

F
am

ily
an
d
fr
ie
n
d
s

li
k
e
h
er

d
es
ig
n

In
h
er
it
ed

se
w
in
g
sk
ill
s

fr
om

m
ot
h
er

F
am

il
y
li
k
e
h
er

d
es
ig
n

E
n
co
u
ra
g
ed

b
y

fa
th
er

F
am

il
y
lo
v
es

h
er

co
ok
in
g

In
sp
ir
ed

b
y
fa
th
er

S
T
fo
r
re
so
u
rc
e

ac
q
u
is
it
io
n
s

F
in
an
ci
al
su
p
p
or
t

fr
om

h
er

fa
m
il
y

U
si
n
g
h
om

e
as

w
or
k
sp
ac
e
an
d
se
lf
-

fu
n
d
ed

b
u
t
re
ce
iv
ed

h
el
p
fr
om

si
st
er
s

N
et
w
or
k
an
d
ea
rl
ie
r

b
u
si
n
es
s
re
co
m
m
en
d
ed

b
y
fa
m
il
y
an
d
th
ro
u
g
h

so
ci
al
m
ed
ia

F
am

il
y
fu
n
d
ed

in
it
ia
l

se
t
u
p
,r
el
ie
d
on

re
la
ti
v
es

to
re
co
m
m
en
d
b
u
si
n
es
s

F
am

il
y
p
ro
v
id
ed

fi
n
an
ci
al
an
d

n
et
w
or
k
in

th
e

b
eg
in
n
in
g
,f
at
h
er

h
el
p
ed

w
it
h

b
u
si
n
es
s
p
la
n

R
el
ie
d
on

ad
v
ic
e
an
d

fi
n
an
ci
al
su
p
p
or
t
fr
om

fa
th
er

in
it
ia
ll
y
,t
h
en

fr
ie
n
d
s
an
d
re
la
ti
v
es

S
T
in
fl
u
en
ce

on
st
at
e
of

fe
el
in
g

E
m
ot
io
n
al
su
p
p
or
t

fr
om

fa
m
il
y
,

co
h
es
io
n
in

v
en
tu
re

w
it
h
fa
m
il
y

S
el
f-
co
n
fi
d
en
ce

an
d

co
n
st
an
t
p
as
si
on

in
h
er

v
en
tu
re

C
on
te
n
te
d
an
d
th
an
k
fu
l

w
it
h
ow

n
ab
il
it
ie
s

A
p
p
re
ci
at
ed

su
p
p
or
t

re
ce
iv
ed

fr
om

fa
m
il
y

T
h
an
k
fu
l
fo
r
h
er

cu
rr
en
t
su
cc
es
s
w
it
h

st
ro
n
g
d
es
ir
e
to

ex
p
an
d

E
n
jo
y
w
or
k
in
g
as

a
fa
m
il
y
w
it
h
h
er

te
am

an
d
em

p
lo
y
ee
s

S
T
su
p
p
or
t
on

p
er
ce
iv
ed

ab
il
it
y

A
b
il
it
ie
s
to

u
se

so
ci
al
m
ed
ia
to

g
et

cu
st
om

er
s,

in
v
ol
v
ed

in
st
ar
t-
u
p

co
m
p
et
it
io
n

A
b
il
it
y
to

or
g
an
iz
e

re
so
u
rc
es

to
st
ar
t
th
e

b
u
si
n
es
s

S
tr
on
g
n
et
w
or
k
s

th
ro
u
g
h
so
ci
al
m
ed
ia

an
d
T
V
to

p
ro
m
ot
e
h
er

b
u
si
n
es
s

S
h
ow

ed
th
at

w
om

an
ca
n
d
o
an
y
th
in
g
af
te
r

fa
ci
n
g
d
if
fi
cu
lt
ie
s
in

ea
rl
y
y
ea
rs

C
on
fi
d
en
t
to

se
t
u
p

m
or
e
re
st
au
ra
n
ts

w
it
h
fa
m
il
y
’s

su
p
p
or
t

R
ec
ei
v
ed

tr
ai
n
in
g
an
d

ed
u
ca
ti
on

fr
om

u
n
iv
er
si
ty

on
en
tr
ep
re
n
eu
rs
h
ip

S
h
or
t
n
ot
es

H
ou
se
w
if
e
tu
rn
ed

en
tr
ep
re
n
eu
r
w
it
h

n
o
w
or
k
ex
p
er
ie
n
ce

F
at
h
er

in
it
ia
ll
y
re
je
ct
ed

h
er

id
ea

b
u
t
b
ec
am

e
su
p
p
or
ti
v
e
af
te
r
se
ei
n
g

h
er

d
et
er
m
in
at
io
n
;

w
it
h
ou
t
w
or
k

ex
p
er
ie
n
ce

E
n
th
u
si
as
ti
c
an
d

d
et
er
m
in
e
to

ex
p
an
d

h
er

b
u
si
n
es
s.
L
av
is
h

fa
sh
io
n
h
ou
se

em
p
h
as
iz
in
g
th
e
n
ee
d
s

of
th
e
la
d
ie
s

F
ir
st
fe
m
al
e
ar
ch
it
ec
t

in
h
er

to
w
n
,r
ef
le
ct
ed

on
p
ri
or

m
is
ta
k
es

b
u
t

d
et
er
m
in
ed

to
p
u
rs
u
e

b
ig
g
er

p
la
n

U
p
sk
il
li
n
g
,e
.g
.

ac
co
u
n
ti
n
g
co
u
rs
e
to

m
an
ag
e
fi
n
an
ce
s,

th
ou
g
h
tf
u
l
p
er
so
n

th
at

ca
re
s
ab
ou
t
h
er

em
p
lo
y
ee
s

S
ta
rt
ed

b
u
si
n
es
s
w
h
il
e

st
il
l
in

u
n
iv
er
si
ty

w
it
h

fr
ie
n
d
s,
ad
v
en
tu
ro
u
s

an
d
ri
sk
-t
ak
er

N
o
te
(s
):
Y
el
lo
w
h
ig
h
lig

h
t
5

st
ro
n
g
ti
es
;T

u
rq
u
oi
se

h
ig
h
lig

h
t
5

w
ea
k
ti
es

Table 2.
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E
x
am

p
le
s
of

ra
w
d
at
a
fr
om

in
te
rv
ie
w
s

P
ro
v
is
io
n
al
ca
te
g
or
ie
s
an
d
fi
rs
t-
or
d
er

T
h
eo
re
ti
ca
l

ca
te
g
or
ie
s
(2
n
d

or
d
er
)

A
g
g
re
g
at
e

th
eo
re
ti
ca
l

d
im

en
si
on

W
h
en

I
st
a
rt
ed

to
bu
y
so
m
e
pr
od
u
ct
s
a
n
d
se
ll
th
em

fo
r
m
y
co
lle
a
gu
es
,t
h
ey

lik
ed

to
bu
y
fr
om

m
e
be
ca
u
se

I
w
a
s
se
lli
n
g
th
em

u
n
iq
u
e
pr
od
u
ct
s,
th
ey

co
u
ld
n
ot
fi
n
d
th
es
e
pr
od
u
ct
s
in

U
A
E
.

T
h
ey

pr
ef
er
re
d
to

bu
y
m
os
t
of

th
ei
r
re
q
u
ir
em

en
ts
fr
om

m
e.
S
o,
I
th
ou
gh
t
to

st
a
rt
m
y
ow

n
bu
si
n
es
s.
(A
m
a
l)

S
ta
te
m
en
ts

ab
ou
t
ro
le
s
of

d
if
fe
re
n
t
so
ci
al

ti
es

in
v
en
tu
re

cr
ea
ti
on

Id
ea

v
al
id
at
io
n

D
ec
is
io
n
-m

ak
in
g

p
ow

er

A
t
fi
rs
t,
w
h
en

I
w
a
s
yo
u
n
g,
I
en
jo
ye
d
d
es
ig
n
in
g
cl
ot
h
es

ve
ry

m
u
ch
.I
d
es
ig
n
ed

m
a
n
y
cl
ot
h
es

fo
r
m
e,
m
y
si
st
er

a
n
d
m
y
m
ot
h
er
.A

ft
er

th
a
t
I
st
a
rt
ed

to
a
ls
o
d
es
ig
n
fo
r
m
y
ot
h
er

fa
m
ily

m
em

be
rs
.(
P
u
re
)

R
ol
e
m
od
el

M
y
gr
a
n
d
m
ot
h
er

a
ls
o
lik
ed

h
a
n
d
cr
a
ft
s
a
n
d
sh
e
w
a
s
a
ro
le
m
od
el
fo
r
m
e
to

go
in
to

th
is

bu
si
n
es
s.
(F
a
ti
m
a
)

M
y
fa
th
er
w
a
s
m
y
be
st
m
od
el
a
n
d
en
co
u
ra
ge
d
m
e.
H
e
m
ot
iv
a
te
d
m
e
a
n
d
a
lw
a
ys
te
lls
m
e
th
a
t

if
I
w
a
n
t
to

a
cc
om

pl
is
h
a
n
yt
h
in
g
in

lif
e,
th
en

I
ca
n
d
o
it
.(
S
a
la
m
a
)

Y
es
,
be
ca
u
se

m
os
t
of

m
y
fa
m
ily

m
em

be
rs

h
a
ve

th
ei
r
ow

n
bu
si
n
es
s,
th
ey

ga
ve

m
e
a
lo
t
of

a
d
vi
ce
s,
so

th
ey

a
re

m
y
ro
le
m
od
el
s
w
h
en

gr
ow

in
g
u
p.
(A
m
a
l)

I
h
a
d
m
a
n
y
fr
ie
n
d
s
w
h
o
h
a
ve

be
co
m
e
en
tr
ep
re
n
eu
rs
,
th
ey

sh
a
re
d
th
ei
r
kn
ow

le
d
ge

w
it
h
m
e,

a
n
d
I
w
a
n
te
d
to

be
co
m
e
lik
e
th
em

.(
A
is
h
a
)

M
y
re
la
ti
ve
s
w
er
e
th
e
ba
si
c
n
et
w
or
k
th
a
tI
h
a
d
a
tt
h
a
tt
im

e;
th
ey
w
er
e
th
e
re
a
so
n
of
sp
re
a
d
in
g

“m
a
rk
et
in
g
”
a
bo
u
t
m
y
bu
si
n
es
s
by

te
lli
n
g
th
ei
r
fr
ie
n
d
s
a
bo
u
t
m
y
of
fi
ce
.(
S
a
la
m
a
)

S
ta
te
m
en
ts

ab
ou
t
ac
ce
ss

to
re
so
u
rc
es

th
ro
u
g
h
d
if
fe
re
n
t
so
ci
al
ti
es

M
on
ey

R
es
ou
rc
e

ac
q
u
is
it
io
n

A
ls
o,
a
ll
m
y
fa
m
ily

m
em

be
rs

a
re

so
m
eh
ow

in
vo
lv
ed

in
bu
si
n
es
s,
..
.
I
be
n
ef
it
ed

fr
om

m
y

d
a
d
’s
ex
pe
ri
en
ce
in
bu
si
n
es
s.
A
ls
o,
a
ll
m
y
fa
m
ily

m
em

be
rs
h
a
ve

d
if
fe
re
n
tk
in
d
s
of
pr
oj
ec
ts
,s
o

I
ga
in
ed

kn
ow

le
d
ge

fr
om

th
is
.(
P
u
re
)

N
et
w
or
k
s

I
h
a
d
go
od

re
la
ti
on
s
w
it
h
m
y
fr
ie
n
d
s
a
n
d
fa
m
ily
,a
n
d
th
ey

ke
pt
re
co
m
m
en
d
in
g
m
e
a
n
d
th
u
s

I
be
ca
m
e
m
or
e
kn
ow

n
.I

h
a
d
on
ly
on
e
em

pl
oy
ee

w
or
ki
n
g
w
it
h
m
e
on

th
is
in

th
e
be
gi
n
n
in
g.

I
st
a
rt
ed

a
t
m
y
h
ou
se

w
it
h
m
y
fa
m
ily

su
pp
or
t.
(A
is
h
a
)

S
k
il
ls

M
y
fa
th
er

gr
ea
tl
y
h
el
pe
d
u
s
in

th
e
n
et
w
or
ki
n
g
pa
rt
.H

e
co
n
n
ec
te
d
u
s
to

po
te
n
ti
a
li
n
ve
st
or
s

a
n
d
bi
g
pe
op
le
in

th
e
so
ft
w
a
re

ga
m
in
g
in
d
u
st
ry

w
h
ic
h
pu
sh
ed

u
s
u
p
a
lo
t.
(S
h
a
m
sa
)

M
y
m
ot
h
er

ga
ve

m
e
sp
ec
ia
ll
es
so
n
s
in

se
w
in
g.
B
ec
a
u
se

sh
e
is
a
se
w
in
g
te
a
ch
er
.S

h
e
h
a
d
a

se
w
in
g
m
a
ch
in
e
a
n
d
m
a
ke
s
m
e
h
a
n
d
-s
ew

cl
ot
h
es

fo
r
m
e
a
n
d
m
y
si
st
er
s
u
n
ti
lI

lo
ve

se
w
in
g.

I
gr
ew

u
p
w
it
h
th
is
pa
ss
io
n
a
n
d
in
cr
ea
se
d
m
y
ta
le
n
t
u
n
ti
lI

be
ca
m
e
a
d
re
ss
m
a
ke
r.
(N
ou
ra
)

I
h
a
d
m
y
sk
et
ch
es

a
n
d
ol
d
d
re
ss
es

d
es
ig
n
s
w
h
ic
h
h
el
pe
d
m
e
a
s
a
re
so
u
rc
e,
a
ls
o
fo
r
th
e

fi
n
a
n
ci
a
lr
es
ou
rc
es

m
y
fa
m
ily

h
el
pe
d
m
e
in

a
d
d
it
io
n
to

th
e
m
on
ey

I
h
a
d
.(
M
u
n
a
)

(c
on
ti
n
u
ed

)
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E
x
am

p
le
s
of

ra
w
d
at
a
fr
om

in
te
rv
ie
w
s

P
ro
v
is
io
n
al
ca
te
g
or
ie
s
an
d
fi
rs
t-
or
d
er

T
h
eo
re
ti
ca
l

ca
te
g
or
ie
s
(2
n
d

or
d
er
)

A
g
g
re
g
at
e

th
eo
re
ti
ca
l

d
im

en
si
on

M
y
h
u
sb
a
n
d
fa
ce
d
fi
n
a
n
ci
a
lp
ro
bl
em

s
w
h
ic
h
en
co
u
ra
ge
d
m
e
to

st
a
rt
th
e
bu
si
n
es
s
to

cr
ea
te

en
ou
gh

in
co
m
e
to

su
pp
or
t
m
y
fa
m
ily
.T

h
a
n
k
G
od

n
ow

m
y
ea
rn
in
gs

fr
om

th
e
bu
si
n
es
s
ca
n

pr
ov
id
e
fo
r
m
y
fa
m
ily
.(
F
a
ze
ya
)

S
ta
te
m
en
ts

ab
ou
t
h
ow

th
e
st
at
e
of

fe
el
in
g

ab
ou
t
b
u
si
n
es
s
v
en
tu
re
s
ar
e
in
fl
u
en
ce
d
b
y

th
e
d
if
fe
re
n
t
so
ci
al
ti
es

C
on
te
n
tm

en
t

W
el
l-
b
ei
n
g

T
h
a
n
k
G
od
.I
ex
ce
ed
ed

a
n
d
go
t
ov
er
a
ll
d
if
fi
cu
lt
ie
s.
I
fe
el
I
ca
n
ea
si
ly
st
a
rt
a
n
d
ru
n
a
bu
si
n
es
s.

(M
ee
ra
)

V
en
tu
re
-f
am

il
y

co
h
es
io
n

I
ga
in
ed

a
lo
t
of

ex
pe
ri
en
ce

fr
om

m
y
bu
si
n
es
s,
ev
en

w
h
en

it
w
a
sn
’t
su
cc
es
sf
u
l.
I
le
a
rn
ed

th
e

va
lu
e
of

m
on
ey

a
n
d
I
a
ls
o
ta
u
gh
t
m
y
ch
ild
re
n
th
e
va
lu
e
of

on
e
d
ir
h
a
m

[U
A
E
ba
si
c
u
n
it
of

cu
rr
en
cy
].
(M

ee
ra
)

I
w
a
n
te
d
to
la
u
n
ch

a
bu
si
n
es
s,
bu
t
I
d
id
n
’t
kn
ow

w
h
en

it
w
a
s
th
e
ri
gh
t
ti
m
e
to
d
o
it
u
n
ti
lm

y
br
ot
h
er

en
co
u
ra
ge
d
m
e
to

d
o
it
;
h
e
ga
ve

m
e
h
is
su
pp
or
t
a
n
d
a
ll
th
e
fa
m
ily

d
id
.W

h
a
t

m
ot
iv
a
te
d
m
e
in

th
e
fi
rs
t
pl
a
ce

w
a
s
m
y
fa
m
ily

(M
u
n
a
)

M
y
fr
ie
n
d
s
a
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entrepreneurship, Fazeya took a great leap of faith to venture into business at the age of 59.
The fact that friends and relatives admired her fashion designs gave her the idea to start a
business in the fashion industry. “Aftermy familymembers praised the clothes that I hadmade
for myself. They asked me to make similar ones for them. When I made clothes for my relatives
and my daughters’ friends, they liked them very much and I decided to start my own project”.
She had a competitive edge since she was one of the first women to start one of these
businesses in her area. Similarly, Aisha decided to begin her own journey with her company
for interior home decoration in 2014, when she turned her hobby into her job. Her first offer
was to decorate just one room in a relative’s house.Most of thewomen recognized their talents
and skills. They were able to have their business ideas validated through social ties like
family, friends and relatives, who interacted with them frequently. These strong ties network
members noticed and commended the business ideas, which allowed the women
entrepreneurs to gain personal autonomy by venturing into their business (Rindova
et al., 2009).

Thewomenwere also inspired by their familymembers and friends inmaking the start-up
decision. As stated by Shamsa: “My father is an entrepreneur; hence, I have always seen it as
something inspiring that everyone should venture into. He has been working on his business for
almost 10 years now and it has become a very well-established company in the UAE. I grew up
looking up to my father and seeing how hard working he was. This had always motivated me in
wanting to become an entrepreneur when I grew up”. Similar influences were also found in
Noura: “My friends and some of my family members have their own business and that makes
me brave enough to start a business.” Strong support from families and friends empowered
Shamsa and Noura to choose the entrepreneurship pathway. In a collective society like the
UAE, it is not a surprise that the women entrepreneurs were heavily influenced by what
friends and family members are doing (Bullogh et al., 2017). Again, the effects of these strong
ties develop an entrepreneurial culture in the family or social circles, which give rise to the
women’s decision-making power (Carmichael and Mazonde, 2016). With the decision-making
power drawn from social ties through idea validation and role models, the women established
their business. This shows that they were able to exercise their right to pursue their dreams
and be held accountable for the outcomes, a clear demonstration of empowerment. It is
important to note that there was a lack of weak ties in supporting their venture creation, in
contradiction to what is commonly claimed in the entrepreneurship literature (Leyden
et al., 2014).

Social ties, resource acquisition and empowerment
Resources are important in any business venture especially in the early years when the
business lacks legitimacy and is new to themarket (Vershinina et al., 2020). Thesewomen also
experienced resource limitations. However, many of them were able to acquire resources
through social ties. For example, Meera: “In the beginning, my husband encouraged me and
provided me with the capital for investment. We shared ideas and developed the business by
investing the profits.” This young high-school certificate holder who had no prior savings
started a flower shop with funding from her husband. Fatima who initially sold her products
on the Internet, opened her shop when her husband bought the premises. She explained: “My
husband just told me to prepare large quantities of products for sale. He didn’t mention
anything about the shop until he took me to Abu Dhabi to show me this shop. So, I wasn’t
prepared, and it was a shock for me to suddenly have my own place to work instead of just the
social media business.” Spousal support empoweredMeera and Fatima to have more access to
and to allocate more resources for their business ventures.

The women also received skills and expertise through their social ties, especially from
familymembers. For example, Shaikha: “Mymother is a very good cook. I developed an interest
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in cooking too. I grew up with this and learnt cooking from my mother. Eventually in 2013,
I decided to open my own restaurant and, to my surprise, it became a huge success.”. Cooking
skills inherited from her mother empowered Shaikha to recognize her capability to start her
own restaurant. Salama who was the first female architect in the area took around a year to
start receiving clients. Despite this struggle, she didn’t give up as she believed in her work,
which she was very passionate about. She claimed that she received the qualities of being
patient and persistent from her father. The close relationships with family supported these
women with valuable intangible resources as well (Wood and Al-Azri, 2019).

To build up a new small-scale business, the women relied heavily on the support of social
ties of different strengths. Many mentioned that family, relatives and friends showed strong
support by buying products/services from their business. Amal started selling unique
products to her friends and colleagues. She also developed strong business contacts from a
prior fashion business that had strengthened her network, which was also beneficial to the
new venture. Similarly, Shaikha who started an Emirati restaurant, explained how her social
ties helped: “ . . .. my network was small at the beginning. It was only made up of close relatives,
friends and friends of friends. But this is how many ventures start and eventually grow and
expand into empires”. Resources obtained through social ties with frequent interactions
suggest a strong bond between the women and their living environment. They managed to
use these ties to set up and build up their business, especially through strong ties. The access
to resources and skills appears to translate to greater power of women within the society,
through their business ventures. These women found their positions and a niche in the
market that generates business profitability. This further boosts their control over resources.

Social ties, well-being and empowerment. Well-being is the third aggregate dimensions
found when the women were asked how they felt about their ventures. There was a strong
sense of contentment amongst most of them. Besides the physical support received from their
social ties, there was consistent psychological and emotional encouragement from their
family (Sequeira et al., 2016). Amal who has never worked for others, relied solely on her
entrepreneurial family to start her own brand of Emirati dresses. She received strong support
from her family members who often gave her advice. She felt happy to work along with her
family members in this venture and proud to showcase Emirati culture to the world.
Similarly, Shamsa, the edutainment innovator who developed software for children,
expressed her contentment: “The main value we emphasize in our start-up is being a family.
We value closeness, so that the work environment should feel less like work and more like
something we enjoy doing together as one family.” She was proud of having a business that
created a feeling of closeness among the co-workers. For women who are married and with
children, some successfully developed venture-family cohesion. Their strong social ties,
especially from family members, allows them flourishing positive meaning in life. As stated
by Fatima: “This business helps me to improve my skills, to mark my presence in UAE and to
show that I can do anything I want. And this motivation made me see criticism, especially from
my family, as motivation which helped me to improve my products and sell more products”.
Family did not just provide resources or inspiration, it offered strength to women
entrepreneurs. The strong ties gained from family support and colleagues show that
meaningful relationships are in harmony with their business accomplishments, which
championed the well-being of women entrepreneurs. In a collective cultural environment,
women venturing would consider the well-being of their group/family (Wood et al., 2021).
Thus, the women were further empowered when their venture success reflected positively on
the family.

Social ties, self-efficacy and empowerment.We also found a role for strong and weak ties in
explaining the women’s self-efficacy. First, there was a high level of self-confidence found
among the women. For instance, Meera who rented a premise in a shopping mall even before
obtaining a business licence, shared how she gained confidence from her parents: “My dad
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always encouragedme to believe inmyself.When I was young,mymumencouraged us to open a
small grocery store. She bought some sweets and asked me to sell them to my relatives and our
neighbours. I learned how to sell and conduct commerce with others. I felt confident with this
kind of “trading”. Encouragement from parents elevated Meera’s self-efficacy, thus
empowering her to embark on an entrepreneurial journey. Muna, who is also in the
fashion industry, was initially unsure about her desire to start a business upon graduating
from university. However, she received encouragement from her family – especially her
brother who helped her with the business applications: “He motivated me and always tells me
that if I want to accomplish anything in life, then do it!”The strong ties and support from family
were prevalent in all the cases, where the women gained strong self-confidence regardless of
their business experience and readiness. Such confidence prompted their beliefs about
personal capabilities that are instrumental to self-efficacy.

Other important ties which were discussed were institutional support. These could be
considered as weak ties as the women do not have frequent interaction with institutions such
as government, business agencies and network groups. However, there were direct and
indirect impacts of such ties in motivating their self-efficacy. Government policies to
encourage entrepreneurship in the UAE offered several opportunities to these women. All of
them received the benefits of a good education system that helped them realize their abilities
to accomplish something in life. Specifically, Amal and Meera obtained funding and training
from the government to start their business while Ghada, Aisha and Noura utilized the local
women entrepreneur programs run by the Abu Dhabi Chamber of Commerce and Industry
that allowed them to start their business from home. Shamsa and Muna also participated in
start-up training while they were at university. The support they received from institutions
further developed their capability and self-efficacy.

Finally, weak ties through social media were used to connect the women beyond their
usual living environment. Though strong ties were crucial in starting and developing new
businesses, these women entrepreneurs realized the importance of expanding their
entrepreneurial landscape. Many of them took the initiative to market their products/
services using social media. For example, Pure who has built up a household name in the
fashion industry shared: “I created a big social network through Instagram, where I still sell my
products now and it even helped me to sell my products internationally. I receive many orders
from outside UAE. I first used social media, especially Instagram and Snapchat, to show my
designs and I becamewell-known.Within the first year when I began doing this, my designs were
requested by Dubai TV and Abu Dhabi TV.” The successful use of the digital platforms not
only createdmore business opportunities, but it also helped the women to feel a great sense of
achievement. They believed it was possible to garner business success with their abilities and
hard work.

Self-efficacy has a crucial role in the entrepreneurship and empowerment process (Ahl and
Marlow, 2012; Cattaneo and Chapman, 2010). The findings suggest three elements – self-
confidence, institutional support and use of social media – give rise to self-efficacy. Compared
to the other aggregate theoretical dimensions that are mainly influenced by strong ties, the
role of weak ties was found critical in building self-efficacy among women entrepreneurs.

Discussion
Based on the findings discussed, amodel is proposed to show the relationships between social
ties, the four theoretical dimensions and empowerment in Figure 1. The figure suggests that
the women entrepreneurs relied on strong and weak ties to support their business ventures
and achieve empowerment. Through these supports, they realized their decision-making
power, acquired resources, achieved well-being and developed self-efficacy. The four
aggregate theoretical dimensions are linked to the concept of empowerment, where we
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noticed a sense of agency and power to make personal choices among the women. This
indicates that both strong and weak ties are needed for empowerment to happen through
entrepreneurship. Referring to the data, it is believed that the empowerment happened
concurrently and was ongoing as the women received support. Nevertheless, the results
reveal a dominant influence of strong ties through the four aggregate theoretical dimensions
on empowerment in this collectivist context.

Research found that emotional and companionship support are provided by strong ties,
while tangible and informational support are acquired through weak ties (Walker et al., 1993).
The theoretical dimensions developed in this study offered similarity to their study, but we
found strong ties to have more significant role than weak ties in providing tangible resources
likemoney, networks and skills and offering knowledge in idea validation and role modelling.
Contrary to prior research conducted in individualist settingswhere distant relationships and
weak ties have been associated with entrepreneurial activities (Granovetter, 1973; Maurer
et al., 2011), our findings underscore the importance of social support through strong ties in
helping the Emirati women to build their business ventures and develop empowerment.

The present findings suggest that in this example of a collective society, the whole
structure of how the balance of social ties works in favour of women’s entrepreneurship and
empowerment must be reformulated. These findings do not preclude applicability within
other contexts (perhaps even less collectives ones), or to collective groups within more
individualistic settings – given that collectivity is a continuum (Ka�git�gibaşi, 2007). Our
empirical analysis illustrates how women’s empowerment and venturing relates to the use of
strong ties in a collectivist context of the UAE. In this, it contradicts research that is critical of
family based social capital and that claims that strong ties inhibit female agency and slow
down women’s venturing (for example Lindvert et al., 2017). The empirically informed

Figure 1.
Contextualizing
women entrepreneur’s
social ties and
empowerment
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framework reflects a different pattern entirely: The social ties- “base” unit is often quite large,
consisting of a family and extended family –maybe even a whole tribal grouping –where the
source of power and permission is this base group and that back-up and support generates a
“bottom up” resource for support in decision-making and provision of autonomy and
empowerment (Ka�git�gibaşi, 2007). Our respondents use their large base unit (family,
extended family, tribe) and leverage strong ties for both power and permission in their
entrepreneurship (Wood et al., 2021; Kalafatoglu and Mendoza, 2017). This relational self-
concept where socialization into the group allows the group to be a rich resource as well as a
scene for autonomous agency, means strong ties support decision-making in the context.
Important elements for successful venturing, such as idea validation and role modelling are
incubated in the group, within the collective of strong ties. Synergistic power and agency
come from the support and expertise found in the group, enabling ideas to be well validated
and developed before the formal business is started.

Funding for the start-up often comes from personal savings, family savings or from the
wider collective in the form of government support. The benevolent social safety net in place
for Emirati nationals means that there is extensive social support for entrepreneurship in
terms of tangible and intangible resources – workshops, training, funding, mentoring –
although our respondents first leverage family and extended family networks where possible
for all these resources. In these ways, strong ties again dominate weak ties and are viewed as
a necessary “feedback loop” for the family in terms of personal and societal empowerment.
Moreover, our respondents clearly considered well-being to be key to their business success
(Tlaiss, 2015). This position is consistent with the well-being research conducted across
societies in psychology, where collective societies – particularly Islamic ones – tend to value
eudemonic happiness over hedonic happiness – a low hum of constant contentment over a
short-lived rush of hedonic joy (Joshanloo, 2013). This difference in the way well-being is
conceived also skews research on how people are understood to define “the good life”.
Women’s contentment with their entrepreneurial choices and their sense of well-being is
pivotal to female business success and appears to be more important than innovation. Their
well-being was enmeshed with “others” (family, tribe) – sharing reputation, funding, supply
chains and role modelling (Ennis, 2019). Having a large, strong, social ties- “base” group is
also consistent with eudemonic happiness, as contentment is situated within a larger sphere
of consideration than the single self, which also appears to be more organic in a collective
context since it is considerate of group needs as well as group priorities commonly being
privileged over individual ones.

Our findings contradict research that finds that women are restricted in their social capital
due to cultural and religious norms in Islamic societies. For example, Lindvert et al. (2017)
claim that “in traditional Islamic contexts, it is generally not socially accepted for women to
run their own business or even to work outside the home.” (p. 766). We caution against such
generalizations as they reflect perspectives rooted in Western ethnographic hegemonic
conceptions of one homogeneous (orthodox and traditional) Islamic context. This assumes
individualist cultural norms for all women entrepreneurs and their empowerment and is
oblivious to the diversity of female entrepreneuring and empowerment (Al-Dajani and
Marlow, 2013) in various collectivist and/or Islamic contexts.

As mentioned above, the collective and strong ties within it allow for both autonomous
action and amaintenance of a relational self-concept. In fact, thewomen’s self-construal bases
on interdependence with the group and is socially embedded (Al-Dajani et al., 2019) in
contrast to an individualist setting that is based on autonomy and separation of others. As a
source of power and permission the collective supports self-confidence, with reinforcement
from family members and extended family too. This support is also provided by the UAE
government in terms of institutional support. Weak ties are also leveraged at this level, in
terms of engagement with social media and outreach to more distant connections. Customers
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are collected and communicated with via social media, particularly visual media where
pictures of work/examples of creations can be shown and advertised. Weak ties, typically
linked to innovation in the literature were, in our study, still enthusiastically pursued through
leveraging social media to compensate for knowledge, reach, distribution gaps. In this way,
weak ties could perhaps overcome the eventual constraints strong ties may generate, after a
prolonged period of immersion and reliance on them. Moreover, throughout our research we
have been struck by how confident our respondents are. This self-belief and self-efficacy are
supported in the GEM (2020) data, which reflects the viewpoint of Emirati entrepreneurs
(particularly women) who believe themselves to actively contribute to innovation in their
ventures.

Conclusion
Within entrepreneurship literature, cultural contextualization especially with regards to
collectivists environments has not been obvious in prevailing discourses regarding the
relation of social networks and social ties with entrepreneurship. Important inconsistencies
persist regarding assumed universalities of entrepreneurial networking behaviour across
culture and gender. The present paper contributes to literature that increasingly addresses
other cultural contexts than Euro- and US-centric ones (Wood et al., 2021; Boulanouar and
Wood, 2018; Tlaiss, 2014), and it produces evidence regarding a positive correlation between
reliance on strong ties in this collectivist society and successful women’s venturing.With this,
it extends our understanding of women’s use of social ties, which has been predominantly
considered as detrimental for innovativeness and firm performance. In fact, it reveals that
women in a collectivist context do benefit extensively from the use of close social connections.
Our empirically informed paper has addressed women’s entrepreneurship in the UAE, an
Arab–Islamic and collectivist culture context, where cultural norms strongly support gender
separation inmost aspects of life. This has alsomade the sample compelling for a study of the
use of social ties in connection with female venturing and empowerment within a collectivist
environment, as both the ethnic and religious contexts the UAE represents, suggesting the
findings could apply across a wide range of similar contexts.

It is natural in cultures that prioritize group harmony or well-being over individual
prioritie, that the research on the importance of weak ties undertaken in an individualistic
context may be less emphatic. This study does not discount weak ties or challenge their role
in innovation and variety-seeking, but it does highlight the primacy of strong ties in our
chosen, collectivist, context – the UAE. Given that the “majority (of cultures of the) world”
(Ka�gıtçıbaşı, 2007) are collectivist, or more collectivist cultures (Rizvi, 2022), further study of
the role(s) of strong ties is indicated. This study responds to literature that calls for research
on the place and use of strong and weak ties in a collective cultural context for women
entrepreneurs, as well as calls to focus onwomen’s own experience, context and psychosocial
priorities and in their own voices (Henry et al., 2016; Marlow, 2014).

For wider collectivist contexts and, in our study, Arab–Islamic contexts, there are several
layerswhere “mis-framing” can be said to have occurred (Ali, 2022). These findings are timely
as calls are increasingly being made for rethinking baseline assumptions about
entrepreneurial framings, particularly for women, which may prove to be much more
heterogeneous than currently imagined (e.g. SusanMarlow Keynote at Diana, 2021). Women,
in our sample, want their collectivist values to reflect in, and on, their entrepreneurial
activities. Our analysis throws light on cultural assumptions premised in the individualist
logic that still dominates entrepreneurship teachings and is even very common in gender and
entrepreneurship research. Such research tends to overlook the potential of collectivist
societies in strengthening female venturing and innovation (Abdelwahed et al., 2022). In this
regard, further research is necessary to present an unbiased cultural perspective and that
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gives voice to collectivist perspectives as they are prevalent in societies in the GlobalMajority
countries. This would advance our understanding regarding the complexities and the
diversity of women’s entrepreneurship worldwide.

The present research has emphasized strong ties and their impact on female venturing
and empowerment. However, many of the weak ties identified in the literature – such as
business networks for women entrepreneurs – are, in fact, in place in the UAE. The fact that
none of our respondents mentioned them raises the question that they may be ineffective.
As a result, we consider that policymakers in the UAE context are active and engaged and
there are many options and opportunities for women entrepreneurs to access funding,
support, training and education. Perhaps a role they could expand is that of further support of
strong ties as these systems all rely on strong ties as part of the culture already. We also see
no evidence of “trickle down” in the institutional networks or structures, and this may be
attributed to two very strong forces in the society, both built around (in-group/out-group)
trust – tribal structures and social class.

Currently, there is a strong trend to see women’s entrepreneurship as a central catalyst for
female empowerment via women’s integration in labour markets and economy and as such
enhance economic development (WEF, 2019; UN, 2018). Addressing the relationship between
entrepreneurship and empowerment in our research risks promoting a similar vision of
women’s empowerment solely as means for development and economic empowerment as the
main goal (Al Hakim et al., 2022). This has not been our objective, rather we acknowledge how
predominantly individualist perspectives inform our understanding of women
entrepreneurship with consequences for our ontological understandings. This is
particularly problematic when these ontologies inform development policies, especially in
countries in the Global Majority, which are for the most part collectivist cultures. It is our
intention to contribute to a better understanding regarding entrepreneurship and
empowerment in different cultural settings to properly distinguish and evaluate
empowerment outcomes and entrepreneurial results.

In this way, our paper offers two main points of summary: (1) reconsidering strong ties,
especially in more collective contexts and (2) a new/another formula of empowerment more
consistent with collective norms and life patterns. As demonstrated by our findings, strong
ties were leveraged in our sample of respondents to support (particularly) venture creation,
especially validation and inspiration; resource acquisition – both financial and in skills and
expertise terms, with access to resources increasing power, then profitability, leading to
access to further resources; well-being where families – often very extended ones – offered
strength, with meaningful relationships personifying business accomplishment for women
and business success positively reflecting on the family; and lastly, in self-efficacy terms,
where self-confidence (nurtured through family support), institutional support and a use of
weak ties in terms of social media use reinforced self-efficacy and self-belief. So, when the
relevance and significance of strong ties is considered, an alternative “formula” for
empowerment is revealed. Such a formula involves leveraging the power and permission for
the group to engage relational selfhood and through this “bottom-up” process, empower the
individual through the processes of the group. Empowerment – of the individual and change
for both the individual and the group – comes from a push from beneath, rather than a
challenge from above (or outside) (Kabeer, 1999). This collective power, evident in Japanese
andM�aori culture (Jackson, 2007) and other indigenous cultures, will be easily recognizable to
those familiar with cultures other than those emphasizing individualism, head-to-head
challenge/confrontation and (hyper) masculinized forms of competition as illustrated by
neoliberal capitalistic models.

The failure to properly investigate and weight the impact and importance of the base unit
(the family) in any form of collectivist society obscures many of the related ontological
“logics” of this perspective – such as relational self-concept, dominance of considerations of
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collective well-being, collectivism itself allowing both autonomous action andmaintenance of
a relational self-concept and, consequently, an embedded interdependent self-construal.

Future research directions
Our sample for this study is both small and very privileged. While we acknowledge access
issues, due to cultural trust circles, we also feel that given the profile of these respondents, they
were a great starting point for research into the use of ties in a collectivist context. Al Ain is a
true “heartland” and, as such, has a strong, well-rooted, privileged and powerful local
population, some of whom are also established women entrepreneurs that we could speak to
and hear directly from. As such, the limitations of our research are a small sample size and a
very privileged profile, within a privileged group. Future research could investigate Emirati
strong tie leveraging in comparison to other resident collective’s use of strong ties – this may
involve investigating transnational networks. The use, purpose and roles of Women’s
associations in this kind of context – how they operate, who they serve and the networks
which power and empower these organizations. Feminism and feminist networking could also
be examined, to see how/if it operates in this context and how it might look within this society.

In the Middle East, trust and cooperativeness, which are pivotal to business activities,
often rely on small, strong and personalized groups of people exercising a social practice
called “wasta”. Belonging and participation in such networks, bases on individual and family
reputation and the understanding that supports and favours will be reciprocated. Future
research should address the role of wasta for women entrepreneurs in the form of
opportunities and constraints since we must assume that it is gendered too.

Comparative studies between and within other contexts – collective, Arab, Muslim,
individualist or even collectives within individualists –would offer insights into howwell our
model could be applied more extensively.
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