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ENTREPRENEURSHIP VIA SOCIAL TECHNOLOGIES: THE 

‘CONNECTED WOMAN’ IN LEBANON 

Abstract 

Purpose: To advance theory on digitalisation in marketing in the MENA region, this paper 

investigates how the use of social technologies enable women-led micro-enterprises in 

Lebanon.   

Design/methodology/approach: A two-phase online method accommodated the novel 

context of the research, consisting of a panel of specialised business journalists followed by 

conversations with women micro-entrepreneurs.  

Findings:  In embracing digitalisation in the form of social technologies, women micro-

entrepreneurs fulfil personal and familial needs and display real ability in exploiting their 

social networks for gain. 

Research limitations/implications: The study draws on a single country in the MENA 

region; the analysis advances theory in digitalisation in marketing by providing an 

evidence-based framework of how social technologies enable women-run micro-

enterprises.   

Practical implications: Provides practical insights into how digitalisation through social 

technologies enable women-led micro-enterprises, particularly in exploiting their social 

networks for marketing. 

Social implications: Responds to a World Development aim of studying the relationships 

between gender and trade such as women entrepreneurs using social technologies. 

Keywords:  women micro-entrepreneurs, digitalisation, social technologies, Middle East & 

North Africa.   

Paper type:  research paper 
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Introduction  

Constraints to growth in the MENA (Middle East and North Africa) region arise from difficulties 

in access to finance, shortages and mismatching in skills and energy disruption (Bhattacharya and 

Wolde, 2012).  The business environment is influenced by the political situation, cultural 

practices and thinking as well as moral codes (Zgheib, 2018).  Against this backdrop, 

unemployment amongst women across the region is the highest in the world at 18 per cent 

(OECD, 2014).  Women face barriers to employment in the form of behavioural expectations 

within the socio-cultural environment, stereotypical attitudes within corporate cultures and 

structural organizational policies and practices (Zgheib, 2018).  A further potential influence on 

business practices is characteristic of several countries in the MENA region, which is wasta 

(Arabic: واِسطة).  Although a force in interpersonal networks, it influences every significant 

decision and pervades all aspects of business and social life (Alawadhi and Morris, 2009).  It is a 

combination of internal networks, such as relationships with peers, subordinates and superiors as 

well as external networks consisting of clients, key customers, suppliers and government officials 

(Tlaiss and Kauser, 2010).  It is a system on which Lebanese citizens rely heavily with its 

connections and networks, to facilitate trust-based transactions (Harfouche and Robbin, 2012).  It 

is, therefore, important to acknowledge that the region possesses quite distinctive characteristics 

and codes of conduct (Bastian, Sidani and El Amine, 2018), signifying that existing assumptions 

in marketing theory and practice may not be applicable.  

 

Lebanon is one of the 19 countries that forms part of MENA and although it boasts of being a 

bastion of democracy in the Arab world, it continues to struggle under a flawed system of 

governance in which “the sectarian state actively determines who has access to resources and 

business opportunities” (Myntti, 2013).  Moreover, the country has a turbulent history including a 

15-year civil war, which led to very high levels of corruption, with a World Bank report 
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pinpointing the misuse of domestic revenues, direct cash transfers (made by donors and/or the 

diaspora), ongoing difficulties with customs revenues and taxes (Balaj and Wallich, 1999).  In 

Lebanon, Muslims and Christians co-exist within a melting pot of Arab and European cultures, 

overshadowed by a complex and tense geopolitical situation. The economic climate remains 

difficult in spite of a young and educated population and many Lebanese have emigrated.  Recent 

events such as the major explosion in Beirut with the predicted resignation of the Lebanese 

government (https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-53720383) have only exacerbated 

very difficult economic conditions.  Lebanon, accordingly, presents a promising and yet under-

explored context for research in marketing, with a Scopus search revealing only 77 scholarly 

articles published over the past decade. There are numerous challenges relating to conducting 

research in the region with reference to accessing and collecting data, a lack of research support 

infrastructure, multiple languages and cultures and research skills (Lages, Pfajfar and Shoham, 

2015; Mellahi, Demirbag, and Riddle, 2011). As a result of these challenges, Balakrishnan (2013) 

states that business, management and accounting papers published from the MENA region 

account for less than 1% of the total papers published.  Nonetheless, there is a growing body of 

literature on MENA countries (Balakrishnan, 2013; Tlaiss and Kauser, 2019) and it can be argued 

that Lebanon has, as argued above, a number of distinguishing features.    

 

Although women in the employment market are not common, the highest levels of women 

participating in the workforce in MENA countries are to be found in Lebanon, Morocco, Turkey 

and Yemen, where they constitute about 25 per cent of the labour force (Roudi-Fahimi and 

Moghadam, 2016).  Although an improvement on the MENA average of 18 per cent, it is not 

surprising that there has been an increase in the number of women turning to self-employment 

(Hattab, 2012) and becoming entrepreneurs or micro-entrepreneurs (Bastian et al., 2018).  While 

claims have been made that women entrepreneurships in the MENA region are as well-
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established as male-owned businesses (Chamlou, 2008), other research has found that women are 

restricted by society and culture, which limits them from developing a successful entrepreneurial 

activity (Mathew and Kavitha, 2010).  In pursuit of their goals, Lebanese women often sink their 

personal savings into their businesses meaning that expansion can only happen with investments 

made by the family and/or subsequent earnings (Bastian et al., 2018; Sarkis et al., 2009).  Success 

is far from guaranteed but there are indications that women entrepreneurs can benefit 

significantly from digitalisation in running their businesses (Abdul Al and Mostafa, 2019; 

Kamberidou, 2013).  

 

Over the past decade, the MENA region as a whole has witnessed the growth of digitalisation, in 

particular social technologies, which include social media and social networking sites (Harrysson, 

Schoder and Tavakoli, 2016).  It has been asserted that women are often the beneficiaries of 

digitalisation, especially Muslim women, as it enables them to develop skills that can challenge 

hegemonic gender discourses and hierarchical gender relations (Allagui, 2019; Skalli, 2006).  

Whilst digitalisation may foster women entrepreneurship (Abdul Al and Mostafa, 2019), its 

implementation will be moderated by cultural perspectives and consumer differences (Arora and 

Sanni, 2019).  It is through types of digitalisation in the form of social technologies (Chamlou, 

2008) such as Facebook and WhatsApp, that women entrepreneurs and micro entrepreneurs may 

be able to connect with social networks to further their enterprises.  Of particular interest to this 

study, are women micro-entrepreneurs, as such enterprises are seen as a means of creating growth 

and development (Franck, 2012) and where women are disproportionally represented (Crittenden, 

Crittenden and Ajjan, 2019).  

 

The present study aims to provide context-specific insight into how digitalisation in the form of 

social technologies supports women micro-entrepreneurs.  In so doing, the study aims to advance 
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theory in digitalisation in marketing in the MENA region.  Using a two-phase design developed 

specifically to unlock fresh insights, the study proposes a framework of three elements of 

digitalisation in the form of social technologies that enable women micro-entrepreneurs in 

Lebanon as follows: embracing digitalisation, fulfilling personal or familial needs and culturally 

embedded marketing.  The paper is structured as follows: a review of the literature, a description 

of the method, a discussion of the findings with reference to the literature and a conclusion with 

implications for theory and practice as well as limitations and further research.  

Literature review 

The literature review encompasses research on women or female entrepreneurs and micro-

entrepreneurs and digitalisation, with specific reference to social technologies, so that a 

conceptual foundation can be developed for the study.  

Women entrepreneurs 

The term ‘enterprise’ no longer merely refers to the creation of a successful independent business 

but rather the “ways in which economic, political, social and personal vitality is considered best 

achieved by the generalization of a particular conception of the enterprise form to all forms of 

conduct” (du Gay, 2004:38).  An established view on entrepreneurship holds that four conditions 

are needed for entrepreneurship to occur, which are motivation, expertise, expectation and a 

supportive environment (Bull and Willard, 1993).  With reference to entrepreneurial 

performance, factors such as network affiliations, motivation, human capital and environmental 

factors were found to be significant (Lerner, Brush and Hisrich, 1997).  Motivation in 

entrepreneurship involves such traits as need for achievement, coping with a degree of 

uncertainty and self- efficacy (Shane, Locke and Collins, 2003).  Expertise, according to Mitchell 

(2015), explains why some individuals becomes entrepreneurs, why some are successful and 

others not and how it relates to human capital such as experience and previous employment 

(Madsen, Neergaard and Ulhøi, 2003).  Expectation for gain when supported by family, peers and 
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culture contributes to the likelihood of entrepreneurial activity (Bull and Willard, 1993). An 

empirical, international study found that a socially supportive culture was a supply-side variable 

entrepreneurship rates (Stephan and Uhlaner, 2010).  There are, therefore, indications that both 

the existence of and the performance of enterprises are influenced by four conditions, which 

provide a theoretically informed framework of entrepreneurship to be explored within the context 

of this study. 

 

A further major development in entrepreneurship research has been the recognition that women 

are also entrepreneurs (Ahl, 2006).  Research with respect to women entrepreneurs has uncovered 

that they are concentrated in the service sector, that they often set up their business as an 

alternative to unemployment or have to reconcile family obligations with work and that they 

encounter barriers (Bruni, Gherardi and Poggio, 2004).  The motivations of women entrepreneurs 

are less well understood but a study has found that status appears important (Manolova, Brush 

and Edelman (2008). There are some parallels with factors discussed in the previous paragraph, 

suggesting that there is some consensus on entrepreneurship and parallels b These important 

advances recognise that entrepreneurial research is often gendered as male, thus treating gender 

as a variable in isolation from its relationship with other dynamic social categories, such as the 

cultural context (Tlaiss and Kauser, 2019).  Intensive research has taken place into women 

entrepreneurship in developed countries (for example, Manolova et al. 2012) and developing 

countries (for example, Crittenden et al. 2019; Jamali, 2009), such as Lebanon.  Assumptions 

underpinning much of the discourse on entrepreneurship and, on digitalised entrepreneurship in 

particular, are weakened by an inattention to the socially embedded nature of such activities (Dy 

et al., 2017).   
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As micro-entrepreneurs in Lebanon (Abdo and Kerbage, 2012), women struggle to expand 

within the domestic market because of poor infrastructure and restrictions on women’s 

mobility, exacerbated by the burden of domestic chores and care work without the help of 

men in their families and households.  Necessity and choice may be co-present in the 

motives to enter into entrepreneurship (Franck, 2012), no doubt leading to continued growth 

in the number of women micro-entrepreneurs (Hattab, 2012) and prompting interest in how 

these women manage their micro-enterprises. 

Digitalisation of marketing in Lebanon 

From a marketing perspective, digitalisation is an adaptive, technology-enabled process for firms 

to collaborate with customers and partners to jointly create and sustain value for all stakeholders 

(Hannan and Honshuang, 2017).  Dutot and Lichy’s (2019) describe ‘digital spaces’ as 

facilitators for people to communicate with each other and obtain information or knowledge 

interactively and in real time, often using social technologies.  The 21st century has experienced a 

revolution in marketing, as social technologies shift the locus of control from official sources of 

information to content generated by users.  This switch has led to a profound change in how 

digital users access and share information (Crittenden and Crittenden, 2015), and created 

business and marketing opportunities for interaction and networking (Rutter, Roper and Lettice, 

2016).  In the recent waves of popular unrest in MENA countries, social technologies especially 

Facebook and WhatsApp played a key role in citizens’ participation in communication discourse 

and mobilization (Al-Rawi, 2018) but the focus of this study is on how social technologies 

provide a channel of communication for individuals and their networks wherever they may be 

(Kharroub and Bas, 2016).  

 

While previous research suggested that the use of social technologies was somewhat unplanned 

and improvised (Nakara, Benmoussa and Jaouen, 2006), or a managerial fad that involved little 
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advanced planning (Durkin, McGowan and McKeown, 2013), an alternative view has emerged 

showing how they can be used lucratively to raise awareness of a product or service (Duffy and 

Hund, 2015). Göll and Zwiers (2019) support the notion that digitally-led modernization and 

innovation in the MENA region may enable them to leap-frog outmoded technologies to favour 

innovative solutions.  This leapfrogging departs from developmental patterns of Western 

countries by avoiding their mistakes, unintended negative effects and adapting to circumstances 

and innovative usage.  The relationship between social technologies and users is therefore subject 

to constant evolution, and is shaped by the local context.  Studies conducted in other countries 

and periods may not fully capture particular conditions and practices in Lebanon. The growth in 

the use of information and communication technologies in all its forms provides researchers with 

an innovative way to detect, observe, analyse and understand the consumption of social 

technologies (Lichy and Kachour, 2017), offering a contemporary context to study how these 

technologies shape interpersonal communication and interaction (Richardson and Hessey, 2009).  

Studies into the use of digital media by women entrepreneurs are emerging (for example 

Kamberidou, 2013; Ulkpere, Slabbert and Ulkpere, 2014) and, in particular, the recent study by 

Crittenden et al. (2019) in South Africa.  To advance theory on digitalisation in marketing in the 

MENA region, this study adopts an inductive approach to uncover how women micro-

entrepreneurs in Lebanon use digitalisation in the form of social technologies.  The next section 

presents the methods deployed to address this research aim.  

Methodology  

An inductive-based approach, it was reasoned, supports the emergence of the novel insights 

(Eisenhard, Graebner and Sonenshein, 2016) this research aimed to uncover.   Consistent with 

this approach, we provide transparency in the research process (Aguinas and Solarino, 2019).  An 

inductive style of enquiry also follows Ahl’s (2006) observations on how to take forward 

research on by studying how women entrepreneurs construct their lives and their businesses. To 
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achieve this goal, data collection consisted of two distinct yet related phases.  Firstly, to gain an 

up-to-date overview and to bound the research, an informal panel discussion with journalists 

specialising in the development of women micro-entrepreneurs in Lebanon was held.  Secondly, 

a series of conversations in the form of informal interviews with a selection of micro-

entrepreneurs was conducted via the social networking site WhatsApp. Please refer to Table 1 for 

details of each phase. This method was adopted for three reasons:  

1. Data availability: Lack of official information on the topic, and scarcity of sources 

(primary and secondary) of reliable information (with figures) in the national 

context, 

2. Social norms: Time-constrained women entrepreneurs may be more open to verbal 

exchange via WhatsApp, which is the country’s leading messaging platform, widely 

used for data collection in scholarly studies (Khazzaka, 2019). 

3. Suitability: The proposed methods are in line with the research question developed 

in this study.  

Improved access to the Internet along with the increasingly ‘wireless’ nature of many parts 

of the world has led to new options for gathering qualitative data, such as tablet computers 

and smartphones (Jham, 2018), facilitating a higher level of mobility in research (Moylan, 

Derr and Lindhorst, 2015). Moreover, data collection enabled by wireless technology 

offered a good fit with the lifestyle of the proposed informants leading to the choice of 

WhatsApp,owing to its prominence as a platform for communication among Lebanese 

citizens (Khazzaka, 2019). Its popularity can be ascribed to its user-friendliness and user 

options; furthermore, the cost of telephone communication is exorbitant. This methodology 

resonates with the context; social norms are very different in Lebanon compared to Western 

societies. To access these exchanges (dialogues), the authors were obliged to base the data 

collection on the network (family and friends), epitomised by wasta (Tlaiss and Kauser, 
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2010). This type of networking brings weight, and creates a trust relationship sufficiently 

robust to facilitate communication with people whom we do not know personally. 

Moreover, as the exchanges took place via WhatsApp voicemail, the informants had access 

to the data collected.  In line with ethical guidelines, discussants and participants were 

advised of their rights in the research process according to the National Consultative Ethics 

Committee (France) and updated in line with guidance from Tiidenberg (2018) and 

Townsend and Wallace (2017).  The discussants and informants were offered the 

opportunity to review the exchanges to confirm that the content was non-prejudicial but no 

suggestions were offered.  Each phase is now described in detail. 

Phase I  

The objective of the panel (Phase I) to shape and inform the emerging research design with 

particular reference to the Lebanese context. Using existing networks, a number of 

journalists with specific knowledge of women entrepreneurs and digitalisation in Lebanon 

were contacted to request their participation in an online panel discussion. As the studies of 

Milroy and Milroy (1992) have shown, people respond more positively and in a natural 

manner when they are part of a social or professional network with the interactions between 

the discussants also believed to enhance understanding of the phenomenon (Patton, 2015). 

In Lebanon, the network and networking are very important (Bastian et al., 2018) and form 

the foundation of Lebanese society (Joseph, 2004); for this reason, the selected panel was 

approached via personal and family networks, enhancing perceptions of trustworthiness, 

which facilitated exchanges with the panel of discussants.  Tables 2a and 2b provide detail 

on the discussants and informants. 
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Table 1 Details of research phases 

 

Phase Selection 

process 

 

Discussant/informants Recruitment & 

consent 

Social technologies 

used  

Data quality 

I:  

 

Informal 

panel 

discussion  

Personal and 

family 

networks 

4 women journalists WhatsApp message 

sent to participants a 

week before, asking 

them to reflect on the 

main points of our 

research topic 

Group call via 

WhatsApp 

 

WhatsApp group 

conversation (with 

vocal messages) 

 

We asked participants to verify 

the exchanges (vocal messages) 

to check if the content of the 

conversation is non-prejudicial. 

No participant asked for any 

changes. 

II:  

Semi-

structured 

interviews 

Personal and 

family 

network, plus 

Facebook 

outreach 

15 women micro-

entrepreneurs 

Personal WhatsApp 

call for each 

participant in order to 

explain the progress 

and the aim of the 

process 

 

WhatsApp group 

conversation with 

voice messaging 

We asked participants to verify 

the exchanges (vocal messages) 

to check if the content of the 

conversation is non-prejudicial. 

No participant asked for any 

changes. 
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Table 2a  Discussant detail (Phase I) 

Discussants  

 

Specialisms/Employer 

Cynthia Technology and social networks/Al jaded 

 

Rita Technology and social networks/Nahar & al- 

Akhabar  

Nivine Economy and politics/NBN 

 

Mayssa Economy and politics/El Nashra online 

 

 

Table 2b Informant detail (Phase II) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dialogue was initiated around the following topics but was intended to be wide-ranging to 

enable new material to emerge in line with the inductive stance of the study: 

 the emergence of women entrepreneurs and micro-entrepreneurs in Lebanon 

 the use of social technologies in marketing 

 Name, Age Micro-entrepreneurial activity Enterprise launched 

1 Judy, 31 clothing & accessories  2018 

2 Farah, 28 clothing & accessories 2017 

3 Sarah, 29 clothing & accessories 2019 

4 Elham, 33 clothing & accessories 2018 

5 Ola, 35 clothing & accessories 2017 

6 Nadia, 30 clothing & accessories 2019 

7 Malak, 36 catering & restaurant 2016 

8 Mervat, 45 catering & restaurant 2017 

9 Samia, 41 catering & restaurant 2018 

10 Zeinab, 47 catering & restaurant 2017 

11 Mariam, 33 beauty & wellness 2015 

12 Rima, 35 beauty & wellness 2017 

13 Ibtissam, 28 beauty & wellness 2016 

14 Randa, 26 beauty & wellness 2018 

15 Abir 31 beauty & wellness 2015 
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The all-women panel consisted of two specialists on digitalisation/social networks and two 

with special interest in the economy, reflecting women’s perspectives. These journalists 

wrote for several of the most popular and/or historical media in Lebanon, (see Table 2a) 

underlining the insight that they would bring to the research. In preparation for the panel 

discussion, a WhatsApp message was sent to the journalists a week before the panel, asking 

them to reflect on the themes listed above.  Protocols for the panel discussion were adapted 

from focus group discussions (Patton, 2015), such as early engagement with the proposed 

themes so that a firmer understanding of the phenomenon could be captured.  With the 

discussants’ consent, the conversation was recorded using WhatsApp and lasted about an 

hour or so.  The conversation covered the areas mentioned above but also encouraged a free-

flowing exchange, which surfaced fresh considerations such as family support for women 

entrepreneurs and an indication just how many women use social networking for business 

emerged.  The conversation with the discussants was conducted in North Levantine Arabic, 

indigenous to and spoken primarily in Lebanon.   

 

The research team consisted of one member speaking this local language as well as French 

with some English; the other two members speak French and English.  The native Arabic 

speaker transcribed the conversation and made a translation of the transcription into French.  

In order to capture the full meaning of the conversation, this translation was scrutinised by 

his family and professional network to ensure that cultural nuances were captured.   The 

analysis of the conversation was conducted in French with reference back to the original 

Arabic.  An inductive coding approach was followed to uncover regularities or patterns in the 

data (Miles and Huberman, 1994, Patton, 2015), which involved the familiar process of 

tacking back and forth between the data and the literature. Examples of preliminary codes 

were ‘Lebanese personality’ and ‘social networks to make money’.  The conversations were 
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studied repeatedly, leaving time for reflection and discussion between the researchers 

(Denzin, 1978), and with reference to the scant literature in this area.  From this analysis, 

three topics emerged as follows: (Lebanese) culture, socio-technical developments and 

financial incentives which were then subjected to data and researcher triangulation 

(Farquhar, Michels and Robson, 2020).  These topics then supported the development of a 

loosely structured interview guide, which would be used during Phase II.   

Phase II  

Rather than trying to arrange face-to-face interviews with the micro-entrepreneurs and 

having reflected on the positive outcomes of the discussant panel, an alternative approach 

was devised using socio-technology for data collection.  Two further considerations drove 

that decision, firstly, it is a method familiar to women entrepreneurs in Lebanon (Salem, 

2017) and, secondly, it is a method that was considered to be compatible with their lifestyle 

and therefore most likely to yield rich data.  Underscoring the use of Facebook in a cultural 

context (Al-Omoush et al., 2012), the authors posted an invitation to their Facebook 

networks, inviting ‘friends’ to participate in the research.  The aim of this phase was to elicit 

detail on how women entrepreneurs use social technologies, in the form of social media and 

social networking sites, in their marketing activities, so the research team sought informants 

who fitted those criteria and were willing to provide that information.  From the responses 

received to the Facebook invitation, a selection of 15 Lebanese women entrepreneurs 

emerged, who fitted these criteria (Boddy, 2016; Patton, 2015).  The informants undertook a 

range of entrepreneurial activities such as clothing and accessories, beauty and wellness, 

catering and restaurant services (see Table 2b).  Using the interview guide, interviews were 

conducted using individual and collective exchanges with the informants using WhatsApp 

(Figure 1).  The informant’s permission to use this image has been obtained.  
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Figure 1: Screenshot of a WhatsApp exchange 

 

 

 

Consistent with qualitative data protocols, preliminary analysis of the interview data was 

concurrent with its collection (Myers, 2009). The number and volume of the conversations 

were somewhat constrained by the availability of the informants.  A similar process to that of 

the discussion panel was then undertaken.  The data were transcribed from the WhatsApp 

posts in full, including accompanying notes taken by the interviewer with an emphasis of 

hearing and understanding, not on an individual basis necessarily but by though an 

immersion into the conversations.  The analysis revealed an extension to topics uncovered in 

Phase I, for example financial incentives now included personal as well. The research team 
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considered that a saturation point in the analysis had been achieved (Guest, Bunce and 

Johnson, 2006) as no new themes or categories were emerging from the data (Charmaz, 

2006).  Owing to the relatively modest amount of data, manual coding was used 

throughout. 

Holistic analysis 

Having analysed both sets of data collected from phases I and II separately to establish a 

robust understanding, a final stage of analysis took place, consisting of looking at the data 

holistically (Creswell, 2007). To ensure that the analysis was kept as close as possible to the 

data, this final analysis was evaluated with the original Arabic conversations and exchanges 

(Nikander, 2008).  Codes developed during the separate analyses – that is, phases I and II – 

informed the initial stages of the analysis but were then revised in line with fresh insight 

from this analysis.  For example, ‘visible phenomenon’, ‘earning a living’ and ‘doing 

something you love’ contributed in part to the category of personal and familial needs. 

Following this inductive approach, a framework based around three categories emerged from 

the analysis that provided an organization of the study’s data and purpose.  These categories 

are as follows: embracing digitalisation, personal or familial needs and, finally, culturally 

embedded marketing. To gain confidence that this framework captured the conversations, the 

research team revisited the data once again and considered any alternative explanations to the 

emergent categories (Wallendorf and Belk, 1989).  Some minor adjustments were made, in 

particular, to convey the enthusiasm in the data that described how the micro-entrepreneurs 

and, indeed, Lebanon had adopted digitalisation.  Finally, it was decided that ‘embracing’ 

(embrasser) seemed to capture the data most adequately.  The French translation was then 

translated into English for publication purposes into English but owing to the linguistic skills 

of the team the approach was one of adhering where possible to the cultural context 
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(foreignization) as advocated by Venuti (1995). The findings of the analysis are now 

presented and discussed with reference to the literature.   

Findings and discussion 

From the analyses, three categories emerged from the holistic analysis that provide a framework 

of how digitalisation enables women micro-entrepreneurs through social technologies.   Table 3 

provides an overview of the themes, sub-themes and illustrative extracts from the data.  
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Table 3 Overview of themes, sub-themes and illustrative extracts. 

Theme Sub-theme Illustrative extract 

 

 

Embracing 

digitalisation 

Ancient traders It’s no surprise to find an entrepreneurial 

fibre and thirst for success in the country 

of the Phoenicians ... we’ve been trading 

for millennia across the Levant countries  

 Cultural pluralism The arrival of the Internet has given 

Lebanese people faster access to the much-

loved Western culture … especially, the 

‘success stories’ of marketing online and 

the new jobs created by social networks – 

it’s all the rage now 

 

 

 

Personal/familial 

needs 

Unconventional rules Women play a crucial role in decision-

making; they’re often educated and have a 

strong personality … the woman is at the 

heart of the Lebanese home, the man 

works outside the home 

 Role of women women are present in various sectors such 

as education, healthcare and 

administration but they didn’t exist as 

entrepreneurs until the arrival of social 

networks. For the past five years now, this 

phenomenon has become increasingly 

visible in our society. We all have at least 

one friend who’s using social networks to 

make money. 

 

 

Culturally embedded 

marketing 

Social capital Luckily, I have a Lebanese celebrity in my 

family. I sent her my products and she 

really appreciated them. In return, she 

agreed to take pictures of herself with my 

products and post to my Instagram page ... 

The next day my ‘friends’ and ‘followers’ 

increased hugely ... celebs provide great 

publicity. The small businesses that 

transform into success stories are those 

supported by celebs and their network 

Informal marketing 

models 

I use some well-known techniques to 

ensure that my post is well positioned in 

the news-feed ... like, not responding 

instantly to all the comments received ... a 

delayed response allows you to rejig your 

position 

 

In embracing digitalisation in the form of social technologies, women micro-entrepreneurs 

fulfil personal and familial needs and display real ability in exploiting their social networks 

for gain. These categories or elements interact, as enablers for the women micro-

entrepreneurs in this study.  In Figure 2, these categories are depicted as the three points of a 
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triangle for women micro-entrepreneurs, set within the Lebanese context, as characterised by 

descriptions from the journalist panel.  We now go onto discuss these elements further with 

reference to the literature and support from extracts in the data.  

Figure 2  How social technologies enable women micro-entrepreneurs in Lebanon 

 

Embracing digitalisation 

This element in the framework refers to how the widespread embracing of social 

technologies has opened up new business and marketing opportunities (Richardson and 

Hessey, 2009) that are reliant on social networks, as this discussant comments,  

For us Lebanese, as for the rest of the world, the Internet opens up many 

exciting business opportunities for anyone who understands the codes of social 

networking – and can exploit online marketing … it’s the new way of making 

money (Mayssa – discussant) 
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This extract draws attention to how the ‘social’ and ‘technical’ elements need to be treated 

as interdependent parts of the same system (Bostrom and Heinen, 1977) and confirms the 

use of social technologies for enabling individuals to develop their marketing potential 

(Lichy and Kachour, 2017).  There may also be some examples of the leapfrogging 

mentioned by Göll and Zwiers (2019) as these micro-entrepreneurs optimise these 

technologies in their businesses.  The ease with which social technologies can be used for 

obtaining domestic and foreign orders is observed by this micro-entrepreneur.  

Being able to use social networks isn’t difficult! You just need a good idea and 

present it well; success comes later from hard work and karma. If you send 

notifications to the right place at the right time, you can get orders from other 

neighbouring Arab countries and even further away (Clothing and Accessories 

entrepreneur, Sarah) 

Social technologies are perceived as the pillar upon which their activities are built, drawing 

attention to the ease of use, and ‘reach and richness’ offered by these networks, as discussed 

by Dutot and Lichy (2019). 

To target potential customers, I advertise on Facebook ... I pay $10 for an ad 

lasting one week, which can reach up to 10,000 people who I've identified by 

profile. If I want to target women aged around 40-45, then Facebook 

advertising works best, since this age group is more Facebook than Instagram. 

The ads are effective ... we don’t have an issue with Facebook sending 

notifications or using our personal data. After each ad, I get calls for sales 

enquiries and new orders. (Catering Entrepreneur, Malak) 

Advertising on Facebook has been argued as being particularly effective for entrepreneurs 

for reaching their customers with the potential of extending positive word-of-mouth 

(Kudeshi, Pallab and Mittal, 2016). Malak recognises that use of certain social technologies 
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is related to age and so has adapted her approach to be consistent with a particular customer 

group.  For these women entrepreneurs, embracing the social technologies spawned by 

digitalisation has enabled them to lead their own enterprises.  

Personal or familial needs  

This second element in the framework captures the data relating to the needs of the women 

entrepreneurs.  This informant is inspired by a business dream:  

My dream is to make my side-line into a successful business that does more 

than just provide extra income for our family ... it’s my personal choice. I know 

a woman who started out small, like me, and now has a store with the same 

name as her page. She often travels abroad to source new stock and nowadays 

leaves her sister to manage the page (clothing & accessories entrepreneur, 

Judy). 

The notion of entrepreneurship as a dream has been documented in the literature underscoring the 

‘American dream’ (Carland and Carland, 1997) but, as indicated by the informant above, this 

research finds further evidence of dreams as inspirations. The dreams of these micro-

entrepreneurs may be tempered by social norms, whereby “The rules governing our society are 

quite unconventional … the woman is at the heart of the Lebanese home, the man works outside 

the home” (Rita – a discussant).  Whilst independence has long been recognised as one of the key 

factors driving entrepreneurship, there are also considerations about family security (Kratko, 

Hornsby and Naffziger, 1997). 

In such a male-dominated society, it’s true that my business activity helps our family 

money-wise ... but there’s also a feeling of gaining independence which comes from 

self-realization, not wasting time ... It’s great to earn a living by doing something you 

love (beauty and wellness entrepreneur, Rima) 
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Economic motives are cited here as an incentive for embarking on entrepreneurial activities, 

enhanced by the low initial financial investment required to set up a business.  

“The economic situation in our country is very unstable and has become quite dire 

recently ... by setting up a secondary activity, we manage to provide extra income for 

our families (clothing & accessories entrepreneur Ola) 

In contrast to Western society (Bastian et al. 2018), the Lebanese business environment is 

characterised by the lack of infrastructure and regulations governing e-business and online 

transactions linked to entrepreneurial marketing activities (see Dy et al., 2017). An important 

aspect of entrepreneurship is the support described by one of the journalists. 

Women who’ve set up a business via social technologies are usually bankrolled by 

their family and social groups, especially the men in their entourage. Support tends 

to vary depending on how much others get involved … there’s less commitment to 

moral support than logistical or administrative or financial backing … in some cases, 

support comes in the form of direct or indirect promotion of the business (Nivine – 

discussant). 

As in other MENA countries, these women micro-entrepreneurs appear to receive family support 

in building and running their businesses (Welsh et al., 2014). The analysis indicates therefore that 

micro-entrepreneurs in Lebanon might still be based in the home, they seek the economic and 

personal benefits that entrepreneurship may bring, thus enabling them to combine necessity with 

choice (Franck, 2012).  These findings are aligned with the entrepreneurship literature where 

motivation may be financial and/or personal (see, for example, Bull and Willard, 1993; Lerner et 

al. 1997). 

Culturally embedded marketing 

This final category refers to both to the embedded nature of the women’s micro-enterprises in the 

economic and socio-cultural circumstances of their particular market (Crittenden et al. 2019; 
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DeBerry Spence and Elliot, 2012) as well as their knowledge of the local market.  Underscoring 

the power of networked interactions, one informant recounted how a celebrity in her family lent 

her support by endorsing her business, adding credibility and prestige to the offer (Spry, Pappu 

and Cornwell, 2011).  Linkages between entrepreneurship and local conditions have been noted 

(Carlsson and Mudambi, 2003; Omorede, 2014), and this informant’s insight into buying 

behaviour and why they prefer social technologies is an illustration of these linkages. 

In Lebanon, people are happy using social network sites for buying. If you order from 

an international website, then you have to pay taxes … and you never know if or 

when you’re going to get the goods. Here, people use personal social networks … 

people don’t even know their postal address (clothing & accessories entrepreneur, 

Farah).  

Thus, the market context and availability of social technologies facilitated the growth of a local 

marketplace that enables women entrepreneurs to develop and manage their marketing activities. 

The existence of personal social networks or, indeed, social capital for women entrepreneurs 

(Sappleton, 2009) creates an instant pool of customers, as the following informant testifies:  

When I was setting up my business, I converted my personal accounts on Instagram 

and Facebook to professional accounts. Overnight, I gained hundreds of ‘Friends’ 

and ‘Followers’ who then became the direct target of my marketing efforts, and got 

me noticed (beauty & wellness entrepreneur, Mariam).  

The entrepreneur’s friends and family apparently showed little resistance to being converted from 

‘personal’ to ‘commercial’ contacts (Berrou and Combarnous, 2012) and which may be an 

instance of wasta.  Such ties facilitate and foster entrepreneurial endeavours (Jack et al. 2004; 

Shaw, 2004), which can then be exploited by social technologies.  Another informant spoke of 

how, on Facebook, information can be kept at the top of her contacts’ newsfeed by changing their 

status to “close friends”, once again manifesting a familiarity with how to adapt social 
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technologies in support of the enterprise. These technologies allow information to be 

posted/reposted and shared to widen exposure, for example, by annotating a Facebook message in 

a post, the user’s social network is able to view the thread, thus multiplying the opportunities to 

raise awareness of the offer (Crittenden and Crittenden, 2015), as illustrated by this extract:  

You have to post an attractive photo – and most Lebanese girls are experts at taking 

photos of themselves, editing and adding effects. You then need to know what day and 

time and which platform is best for posting content to different online communities, 

so the post doesn’t go unnoticed because of poor planning (catering entrepreneur, 

Mervat). 

It is shown here that the informants value the use of smartphone photography in their 

entrepreneurial activities (Jham, 2018), and that timing and planning are well understood. The 

planning may follow less formal marketing models than might be conventionally prescribed, as in 

being more proactive and risk oriented (Kraus, Harms and Fink, 2010) and indeed, research has 

indicated that marketing in entrepreneurial concerns may not follow recognisable models 

(Gilmore, 2011).  The expertise demonstrated by these women micro-entrepreneurs may in part 

explain decisions to start their own business ((Mitchell, 2015) as this informant describes: 

I started out with a simple marketing idea ... I took some good pictures and posted 

them online ... then I then asked my close friends and family to comment on the 

pictures, to boost the visibility of my products. I also asked customers to post 

feedback, to publicise and endorse my name (clothing & accessories entrepreneur, 

Elham). 

This extract from the data confirms the significance of the informant’s personal social networks 

or social capital (Crittenden et al. 2019) for creating positive word-of-mouth and underlines her 

grasp of social technologies in creating and capturing opportunities for eliciting feedback 

(Carlson et al., 2018). These networks may well represent instances of wasta, in particular, the 
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fluidity between the personal and the commercial.  As discussed previously, wasta is a 

characteristic of the MENA region and in this study, it seems to play a vital role in these 

enterprises, in particular when it is digitally enabled.  Indeed, digital entrepreneurship may break 

down existing boundaries to provide opportunities for entrepreneurs to reconfigure existing 

institutional contexts (McAdam, Crowley and Harrison, 2018).  The way in which these micro-

entrepreneurs have used digitalisation in commercialising their networks to realise their 

ambitions or fulfil their needs is consistent with many of the tenets of the entrepreneurship 

literature.  These findings may also be interpreted within the context of cultural entrepreneurship 

where a profound understanding of cultural norms and values confers a degree of social 

legitimization (Krueger, Liñán and Nabi, 2013).  In gaining social legitimisation, entrepreneurial 

careers increase in value and social recognition.  Our findings show that there is potential for 

women’s micro-enterprises to have an effect on institutions and cultural norms in Lebanon. 

 

The study now moves on to a conclusion, reviewing the theoretical and practical implications of 

the investigation as well as its limitations and further areas for research.  

Conclusion  

To advance theory on digitalisation in marketing in the MENA region, this paper investigates the 

how digitalisation in the form of social technologies supports women micro-entrepreneurs in 

Lebanon.  Analysing rich qualitative data to gain novel insights from journalists and a selection 

of micro-entrepreneurs themselves, an evidence-based framework, consisting of three main 

elements emerges (Figure 2).  The study therefore makes several contributions to digitalisation in 

marketing in the MENA region with specific application to Lebanon and is able to provide some 

empirical advance on early work in entrepreneurship (Bull and Willard, 1993; Lerner et al. 1997). 
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Theoretical implications 

The study, firstly, uncovers the critical role played by social technologies in women’s micro-

entrepreneurs, specifically in digital marketing, and as such provides an example of the creation 

of digital spaces (Dutot and Lichy, 2019).  Whilst technology acceptance models have featured in 

research for several decades (for example Davis, 1989), this study underlines the acceptance of 

technology and its penetration in supporting entrepreneurship (Crittenden et al. 2019) or, as it has 

been described here, as the embracing of digitalisation.  The widespread acceptance and adoption 

of social technologies such as Facebook and WhatsApp in Lebanon not only facilitated the data 

collection for this study but also provide the digital structure of these entrepreneurial activities.  

Significantly for these women entrepreneurs, carving out their enterprises within the constraints 

of families and society, the adoption of social technologies appears consistent with their lifestyles 

(Morris, Henley and Dowell, 2017).   

 

Secondly, the study finds that in running a micro-enterprise enabled by social technologies, the 

women in the study are able to realise personal aspirations and/or to supplement family income in 

a challenging economic situation. The fulfilment of dreams and aspirations of being an 

entrepreneur is acknowledged in the literature (for example, Bruni et al. 2004) but this research 

underscores this aspect in women’s entrepreneurship in the Lebanese context. 

 

A third implication arising from the study, is how these micro-entrepreneurs, by being embedded 

within the society, are able to exploit their social networks and manifest a set of marketing skills 

that are particularly adapted and crafted for those markets.  There is some support for this finding 

in work by Crittenden et al. (2019) who find that social capital is an empowering construct in 

women’s micro-enterprises.  Whilst it is recognised that small business and entrepreneurial 

marketing may be distinctive (Williams and McGuire, 2010), this research indicates that these 
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women appear to have an instinctive understanding of the marketing tactics that fit the market in 

which they operate and which they inhabit and demonstrate considerable expertise.  This finding 

may be interpreted within the context of cultural entrepreneurship where a profound 

understanding of cultural norms and values confers a degree of social legitimization (Krueger et 

al. 2013).  Furthermore, their networks may be an example of wasta, a characteristic of MENA 

countries, again emphasising the cultural significance of context-embedded research.  

 

Finally, this study involves a novel instance of context-specific research that enabled qualitative 

data to be collected from two groups of informants to address the research purpose.  By using 

digital methods, that is Facebook and WhatsApp, which are embedded in the lives of the 

informants, it is asserted that greater access to informants was achieved and deeper insight into 

the research accomplished.   

Practical implications 

This study has a number of practical and policy implications.  It underlines how important it is 

for micro-entrepreneurs to be fully conversant with the marketplace in which they operate, 

therein emphasising the embedded nature of micro-entrepreneurship.  From a policy perspective 

in Lebanon, this study shows that the lack of the legal structure which makes it possible to protect 

and develop online entrepreneurship and in particular among women. Furthermore, the field has 

shown us that there is a vagueness regarding e-commerce in Lebanon. In addition, we also found 

that the now conventional payment methods (for example, the credit card) are not sufficiently 

developed in the country. In fact, traditionally cash is the predominant means of payment in 

Lebanon and it is very likely that an evolution concerning this could bring an at least partial 

response to the monetary crisis which currently strikes the country. But this requires a 

reconstruction of a relationship of trust between citizens and their banks on the one hand and a 

cultural revolution to hope for a change in the habits of the Lebanese on the other. Moreover, if 
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public policy desires to foster economic growth and encourage the development of the economy, 

then policy makers need to seek to understand the effects those policies could have on women 

micro-entrepreneurs.  

Limitations and further research 

This research is based on data from a single MENA country, which has provided an enriched and 

informative context for the study but nonetheless is restricted to a single member nation of the 

region.  The framework that emerges from the study may well have traction in other domains 

(Gioia, Corley and Hamilton, 2013), therefore, greater insight into the phenomenon might be 

gained from investigation across the region or, even, more widely.  The emphasis on the use of 

personal social networks and social capital for marketing also warrants further investigation. The 

data here indicate that members of a personal social network appear to find it acceptable that a 

friend converts them to customers.  How widespread may this conversion actually be acceptable?  

In what circumstances may it not be acceptable?  Although the significance of entrepreneurial 

networks has been acknowledged, the personal/commercial aspect appears novel and how this 

finding sits within the wider cultural practices such as wasta. Are these networks examples of 

digital wasta?  If so, what are the implications of these networks for marketing and women-led 

businesses?  Another direction for research arises from how these women entrepreneurs are 

gaining social legitimisation for their businesses through their embedded marketing skills or 

cultural entrepreneurship.  Combined with the effects of digitalisation, there may be potential for 

women’s micro-entrepreneurship to impact upon institutions and structures in Lebanon and the 

MENA region.   

 

The data collection using WhatsApp is an example of digitally based data collection with further 

consideration needs to be made into its strengths and limitations.  Whilst it enables greater 

reach in terms of recruiting informants, it does not provide the intimacy of a face-to-face 
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interview.  In the light of the pandemic that has since occurred, the use of WhatsApp and 

similar digital data collection devices may have gained greater acceptance as personal 

interactions have become so restricted.  The data which are presented here have been subjected 

to various stages of translation, starting with Lebanese Arabic and finishing in English, in an 

increasing polyglot world; there needs to be a greater understanding of conveying the findings 

from one linguistic context to another within a cross-cultural context.  
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