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Abstract
The need for economic reform is at the heart of the criticism for many frontier economies. Fostering entrepreneur-

ship and identifying business opportunities generate paths for job creation and economic growth. Given the underlying 
tensions that led to the Arab Spring, our study focuses on the one country that is considered to be a post-Arab Spring 
success story and explores the Small-Medium Enterprise (SME) business environment in Tunisia. Perceived changes 
in the SME environment in Tunisia were examined qualitatively via in-depth personal interviews with 21 Tunisian eco-
nomic experts. Analysis of the interview data followed the thematic analysis approach. Our findings indicate that social 
reforms and the development of financing alternatives should be paramount for the growth of SMEs and the economic 
success of frontier markets. Additionally, educational reform and communication to foster entrepreneurial behaviour 
and effective managerial practices are required to ensure that current and future generations are prepared to engage suc-
cessfully in the formal economy. Although our research focused on a single frontier market economy, we believe these 
findings are generalizable to many emerging economies. The findings should hold considerable policy implications due 
to the nature of the reforms suggested. There are popular and business press articles about the post-Arab Spring and 
stories about Tunisia’s Jasmine Revolution; however, increased scholarly focus on entrepreneurial efforts post-Arab 
Spring in Tunisia will further solidify the intersection of economic gain and human development. 
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Resumen
La necesidad de una reforma económica está en el centro de las críticas de muchas economías fronterizas.  

El fomento del espíritu empresarial y la identificación de oportunidades comerciales crean caminos para la creación 
de empleo y el crecimiento económico. Dadas las tensiones subyacentes que llevaron a la Primavera Árabe, nues-
tro estudio se centra en el país considerado como una historia de éxito posterior a la Primavera Árabe y explora el 
entorno empresarial de las pequeñas y medianas empresas (PYME) en Túnez. Los cambios percibidos en el entorno 
de las PYME en Túnez se examinaron cualitativamente mediante entrevistas personales en profundidad con 21 exper-
tos económicos tunecinos. El análisis de los datos de la entrevista siguió el enfoque de análisis temático. Nuestros 
hallazgos indican que las reformas sociales y el desarrollo de alternativas de financiamiento deben ser primordiales 
para el crecimiento de las PYME y el éxito económico de los mercados fronterizos. Además, la reforma educativa 
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Introduction
Domestic credit conditions in emerging economies 
and, thus, the development of the countries globally are 
dependent upon both local financial systems and the flow 
of capital from external sources (Lotto, 2017). However, 
Osafo-Kwaako, Singer, White & Zouaoui (2018) noted 
that most people and small businesses in emerging econo-
mies do not participate fully in the formal financial system.  
According to their statistics, two billion individuals and 
200 million small business in these emerging econo-
mies lack access to formal savings and credit. Given that 
access to capital is a critical factor in stimulating business 
formation and growth, potentially dynamic and growing 
parts of a nation’s economy struggle to survive due to 
insufficient capital and liquidity problems (Coleman & 
Carsky, 1999). According to Geller (2017), even though 
entrepreneurship in emerging markets is prevalent in the 
form of small business ownership, its contribution to  
economic growth is limited due to the lack of funding.

Credit accessibility was a contributing factor to the 
Arab Spring and the movements that followed. The  
absence of liquidity in the markets and fund availability, 
in conjunction with corruption and structural inefficien-
cies, fed a climate in which unemployment, instability, 
and frustration grew. The current research focuses spe-
cifically on perceived changes in the small business envi-
ronment, the culture of entrepreneurship, the ease of small 
business incorporation, and entrepreneurship educa-
tion in the post-Arab Spring, using the post-Arab Spring 
as the point of a possible shift in the overall business  
environment and the growth of the entrepreneurship eco-
system in emerging markets. 

The current paper is organized as follows. In the next 
section, frontier markets, as a subset of the emerging 
markets, are introduced and entrepreneurship and Small- 
Medium Enterprise (SME) development are discussed. 
An overview of Tunisia, the sole success story from 
the Arab Spring, is then provided. The introduction to  
Tunisia sets the stage for the interview process in which 

21 experts in Tunisia provided input with regard to 
their perceptions of entrepreneurship and SME success  
post-Arab Spring. Findings from these interviews, as 
derived via thematic analysis, are elaborated specifically 
for Tunisia. The paper concludes with thematic results 
offering insights across frontier and emerging markets. 

Emerging Economies
Researchers and practitioners have sought to identify and 
understand low income, rapid growth countries that are 
using economic liberalization as the primary engine of 
growth (Crittenden & Crittenden, 2012). These emerging 
economies unfolded initially with the BRIC countries: 
Brazil, Russia, India, and China. Later, South Africa 
became an emerging market, resulting in BRICS. The 
‘Next Eleven’ (i.e., Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, 
Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, the Philippines, South Korea, 
Turkey, and Vietnam) joined the BRICS, encompassing 
a wide range of nations of potentially regional power-
houses transitioning through turbulent environments of 
economic, social, and political reforms (Crittenden & 
Crittenden, 2015).

Crittenden and Crittenden (2010) explored emerg-
ing economies and suggested a continuum of market 
economies, with a lack of demarcation between emerg-
ing and developed markets. Minović & Živković (2010)  
divided the continuum into three major types: (1) devel-
oped markets in North America, Western Europe, and 
Japan, (2) emerging markets of East Asia and Latin  
America, and (3) frontier markets of Southeast Asia and 
South-eastern Europe. With investors increasingly more 
comfortable doing business in remote locations of the 
world, Levisohn (2013) noted the importance of frontier 
markets for the future of economic growth.

Frontier Markets
Frontier markets began presenting attractive invest-
ment opportunities around the turn of the 21st century, 

y la comunicación para fomentar el comportamiento empresarial y la práctica de gestión eficaz son necesarias para  
garantizar que las generaciones actuales y futuras estén preparadas para participar con éxito en la economía formal. 
Aunque nuestra investigación se centró en una economía de mercado de frontera única, creemos que estos hallazgos 
se pueden generalizar a muchas economías emergentes. Los hallazgos deberían tener considerables implicaciones 
políticas debido a la naturaleza de las reformas sugeridas. Hay artículos de prensa popular y de negocios sobre la post 
Primavera Árabe e historias sobre la Revolución Jazmín en Túnez; sin embargo, un mayor enfoque académico en los 
esfuerzos empresariales posteriores a la Primavera Árabe en Túnez solidificará aún más la intersección de la ganan-
cia económica y el desarrollo humano.

Palabras clave: mercados fronterizos, pequeña y mediana empresa, financiamiento, emprendimiento, crecimiento 
económico.
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yet research into these markets is scarce (Stereńczak, 
Zaremba, & Umar, 2020). Table 1 shows the frontier 
market classification offered by Frontier Market News. 
Shoenholz (2011) suggested that a major attraction of 
frontier markets is the lack of correlation to each other, 
which is evident in the coverage across the five geo-
graphic groupings, and McCormick (2013) went so far 
as to suggest that frontier markets are tomorrow’s emerg-
ing markets. 

Carpenter (2020) contrasted emerging and frontier 
markets by suggesting that frontier economies include 
those countries that are in the earliest stages of polit-
ical and economic development. Frontier markets are 
more developed than lesser-developed countries, but 
they are less developed and more illiquid than emerging  
economies (Frontier Market News, 2020). Additionally, 
frontier markets are assumed less efficient than emerg-
ing markets, due largely to lower levels of access to  
market depth and trade-reporting information (Gupta, 
2011). Mohti (2019) noted that frontier markets are in 
countries that are often poor, politically mismanaged, 
and economically fragile. Within these frontier markets, 
a recommendation for improving employment and the 
economy is entrepreneurship (Bishai & Mastic, 2016).

Entrepreneurship (SMEs) in Frontier Markets
According to Sidrat, Amouri, Boujelbene & Boudabbous  
(2016, p. 60), “entrepreneurship is considered as a 
dynamic process of creating wealth through innovation 
and a process of conceptualizing, organizing, launching 
and nurturing a business opportunity into a potentially 
high growth venture in a complex and unstable environ-
ment.” Thus, SMEs are the backbone of every economy 
across the globe (Eggers, 2020), and SMEs are receiving  
increased attention in frontier markets largely due to 
being the main driver of job creation and, thus, eco-
nomic growth (Birch, 1987; García-Quevedo, Pellegrino, 
& Vivarelli, 2014; Pellegrino, Piva, & Vivarelli, 2012;  
Schneider & Veugelers, 2010). 

While each country has its own definition of SME 
size, the generally accepted definition is that small enter- 
prises have fewer than 50 employees and medium  
enterprises have between 50 and 250 employees (Lib-
erto, 2019). Additionally, microenterprises have become  
commonplace, and these companies have fewer than 10 
employees (Liberto, 2019). According to Beck (2013), 
95% of companies globally fall into the microenterprise 
or SME categories, with 50% of employees in low and 
lower-middle income countries working in companies 
with fewer than 100 employees. As noted by Hallberg  
(2000, p. 5), “microenterprises and SMEs are the emerg-
ing private sector in poor countries, and thus form the 
base for private sector-led growth.” Women-owned 
SMEs were noted as growing faster than the economy 
in several Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OCED) countries, although there was 
concern that the economic potential of women entrepre-
neurs is not being met (OCED, n.d.).

In a comprehensive report offered by the OCED 
(n.d.), several problems confronted by SMEs were  
outlined, as were several policy tools for enhancing SME 
survival rates. The main barriers identified by the OCED 
were capital markets (financing), government regula-
tions, indirect labour costs, access to foreign markets, 
and difficulties in recruiting qualified staff and skilled 
workers. In terms of financing, the OCED suggested that 
SMEs are confronted with higher interest rates while 
also faced with credit rationing because of a shortage of  
collateral. Additionally, SMEs have difficulty with the 
regulatory environment since management is likely ill 
equipped to understand compliance procedures given 
the cost of a highly skilled workforce. Without financ-
ing and a highly skilled workforce to create and imple-
ment strategy, it is unlikely that an SME can compete 
with, or have access to, foreign markets. To this end, the 
OCED and others (e.g., Cravo, 2010; Hussain, Farooq, &  

Table 1. Frontier Economies

Europe Middle

Americas & CIS Africa East Asia

Argentina Bosnia & Benin Bahrain Bangladesh

Jamaica Herzegovina Botswana Jordan Kazakhstan

Panama Bulgaria Burkina Faso Kuwait Palestine

Trinidad & Croatia Côte d’Ivoire Lebanon Sri Lanka

Tobago Cyprus Ghana Oman Vietnam

Estonia Guinea-Bissau

Iceland Kenya

Latvia Mali

Lithuania Mauritius

Macedonia Morocco

Malta Niger

Romania Nigeria

Serbia Senegal

Slovakia Tanzania

Slovenia Togo

Ukraine Tunisia

Zambia

Zimbabwe

Source: Frontier Market News, 2020.
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Akhtar, 2012) have argued for institutional policies that 
assist SMEs in creating and ensuring value to the compa-
nies and societies as a whole.

Tunisia: The Arab Spring Success Story
Arouri, Ben Youssef, Quatraro & Vivarelli (2018) offered 
a brief history of Tunisia leading up to the Arab Spring. 
Charting the country’s course, the authors noted the  
following: 

1.  the diverse political, social, and economic phases 
inherent in the country’s independence in the late 
1950s/early 1960s, 

2.  a change of course in the 1970s that featured import 
substitution and export promotion, 

3.  a slowdown in productivity growth due to eco-
nomic mismanagement and political instability in 
the 1980s, 

4.  the liberalization policies in the 1990s that encour-
aged foreign investments and integration in Euro-
pean markets, and 

5.  a marked GDP growth in the 2000s. 

However, the country entered into the 21st century with 
an uneven distribution of wealth that led to social con-
flicts and youth unemployment (Arouri et al., 2018).

In 2010 and 2011, pro-democracy protests and upris-
ings occurred in the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA). Referred to as the Arab Spring, the upris-
ings began in Tunisia (referred to as Tunisia’s “Jasmine  
Revolution”) and ultimately challenged the authoritarian  
regimes in the largely Muslim countries of Tunisia, 
Morocco, Syria, Libya, Egypt, and Bahrain. Economic 
grievances were at the heart of the uprisings, with chal-
lenges such as high unemployment, corruption, lack of 
governmental accountability and transparency, and lack 
of support for the development of small enterprises 
(O’Sullivan, Rey, & Mendez, 2011). Unfortunately, while 
registering one of the highest new firm entry rates in the 
MENA region, Tunisia was registering only one entry 
per 1,000 people of working age in 2010 (O’Sullivan et 
al., 2011). Yet, Tunisia is the sole country to have made 
a long-lasting transition to democracy because of the 
Arab Spring (Arieff, 2019; Masoud, 2018). Statistically,  
however, economic growth has been slow in Tunisia 
since the Arab Spring, with unemployment above 15%, 
inflation over 7%, and public debt almost 80% of the 
GDP (Arieff, 2019). Almost 10 years after the country’s 
Jasmine Revolution, close to 90% of Tunisians believed 
their country was going in the wrong direction, with eco-
nomic and security reforms still a priority (Arieff, 2019; 
Bishai & Mastic, 2016). 

While support for trade is strong in the MENA 
region, Jamal & Milner (2019, p. 551) referred to  
Tunisia as “low skill abundant.” That is, very few adults have  
completed college, managerial skills are lacking, geo-
graphic mobility is limited, and Tunisian’s are risk averse 
(Sidrat et al., 2016). All of these issues affect employ-
ability; thus, Bishai and Mastic (2016) noted that the 
most popular suggested economic remedy for fostering  
economic growth in Tunisia was the restructuring of  
investment laws to encourage entrepreneurship, which 
should lead to economic independence. Dziri (2013)  
reported that the “Doing Business” ranking for 2013 placed  
Tunisia consistently low in terms of SMEs and business 
creation. Five years later, Arouri et al. (2018) found that 
very young and small firms generated substantial employ-
ment in Tunisia and were a main driver of net job creation. 

To this end, youth and entrepreneurship education 
research has been a priority in relation to Tunisia. Ettis 
& Kefi (2016) utilized personality traits theory, pos-
tulating a relationship between personality and risk  
tolerance among Tunisian university students and were 
able to identify traits that encouraged and hindered entre-
preneurial intentions. Along the same lines, Touzani, 
Jlassi, Maalaoui & Bel Haj Hassine (2015) explored the 
motivations and inhibitions linked to the entrepreneur-
ial act of young people in Tunisia. Gabsi (2019) reported, 
however, that youth in Tunisia found the Arab Spring to 
be a failure in socio-economic terms, although it did allow 
them to assert their Tunisian identity. Education wise,  
Alaref, Brodmann & Premand (2019) reported that there 
were no sustained impacts on self-employment or employ-
ment outcomes for university students four years after 
graduation. This 2019 report complemented an earlier 
report (Premand, Brodmann, Almeida, Grun & Barouni, 
2012) that offered small, short-term impacts on self-em-
ployment and aspirations one year after university grad-
uation.

Additionally, Beninger, Ajjan, Mostafa & Crittenden  
(2016) and Crittenden, Crittenden & Ajjan (2019) sug-
gested that female entrepreneurship was an import-
ant engine for growth in developing economies, yet the 
MENA region has notoriously low business start-up 
rates for women entrepreneurs. Amidst these somewhat 
dire numbers, the legal and socioeconomic status of  
Tunisian women is reportedly high among Arab countries 
(Arieff, 2019), with women more supportive of liberal 
trade policy than men (Jamal & Milner, 2019). Unfortu-
nately, Morched & Jarboui (2018) reported that unem-
ployment and poverty are particularly affecting young 
Tunisian women. 

Thus, while Tunisia is noted as the sole success story 
from the uprisings (Arieff, 2019; Masoud, 2018), the  
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findings from scholarly research are mixed in terms of 
changes in the SME environment following the post-Arab 
Spring (Jasmine Revolution). The intent of the current 
research was to capture perceived changes in the SME 
environment across a variety of constituents in Tunisia. 
Thus, the attempt was to derive perceptions of changes 
that might have occurred after the uprisings. The attempt 
was not, however, to assume causation between the 
Arab Spring and any perceived changes in the business  
environment in Tunisia.

Methodology

Sample and Data Collection
Perceived changes in the SME environment in Tunisia  
were examined qualitatively via in-depth personal inter-
views with 21 Tunisian economic experts. These 21 
individuals had expertise in entrepreneurship, SME 
development, banking, and marketplace lending as 
related to frontier markets and Tunisia in particular. 
They represented organizations such as USAID, the 
World Bank, the World Trade Organization, the Tunisian  
American Enterprise Fund, the Middle East Invest-
ment Initiative, Tunisian Investment Authority,  
various lending and crowdfunding platforms, large bank-
ing institutions, an international accounting firm, business 
leader associations, business strategy consultants, min-
istry departments, and higher education. Seeking input 
from such Tunisian experts enabled the generation of  
knowledge grounded in human experience. 

To guide the interview process, six questions were 
derived from the scholarly and practice-oriented litera-
ture on the post-Arab Spring described previously (see 
Table 2). The interview questions flowed from the litera-
ture on the Arab Spring and its impact on the economy, in 
particular, job creation as a result of SME development. 
While general information was acquired in the inter-
views, the interviews followed the positivist approach 
with the six questions designed to elicit viewpoints on the 
SME environment after the Arab Spring. Additional clar-
ification questions were asked if more detail was needed 
on a response or to explore a topic further. Since the pur-
pose of the interviews was the individual perception of 
changes post-Arab Spring, questions about the SME 
environment prior to the uprising were not posed. 

The in-person interviews were held in Tunisia, and, 
due to the necessary travel to Tunisia, one interviewer 
conducted all the interviews. The interviewer was an 
experienced traveller to the Middle East, having previ-
ously received an exchange fellowship for the National 
Council on US-Arab Relations. A general description 

of the research project was provided to all interview-
ees when the interviews were scheduled. In the personal 
interviews, the interviewees were once again reminded 
of the general research purpose and project description. 
All interviewees were assured of anonymity in the report-
ing of the results. Additionally, there were times that  
respondents preferred to “pass” on the query or felt they 
had responded to the query in a previous question since 
the questions were not mutually exclusive.

Data Analysis
Analysis of the interview data followed the thematic 
analysis approach. The six phases of thematic analysis,  
as suggested by Nowell, Norris, White & Moules 
(2017), were adhered to as closely as possible through-
out an iterative process. These six phases include: (1)  
familiarization with the data, (2) generating initial codes, 
(3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defin-
ing and naming themes, and (6) producing the report. 

Upon completion of the interviews, the detailed  
responses to the six interview questions, in addition to 
any other points recorded during the conversations, were 
compiled by the interviewer and then shared with mem-
bers of the research team for purposes of familiarity 
(Phase 1). For Phases 2-4 of the thematic process, critical 
analysis of the in-depth interviews was first undertaken 
within the domain of each interview question. The main 
objective here was the recognition of recurring themes 
emerging in the respondents’ answers to each of the  
questions. Additionally, if an interviewee shared one or 
more key insights not mentioned or alluded to by other 
respondents, that data was highlighted and examined 
independently of the emerging theme within each ques-
tion. As suggested by Nowell et al. (2017), spreadsheets 
were compiled for tracking responses for each question 
and for summarizing key points. After that, per Phase 
5 of the thematic approach, transcripts of the question  
responses were analysed to conclude with general the-
matic links and patterns across the six structured ques-
tion responses that provide insight across frontier and 
emerging markets in general. These five phases involved 

Table 2. Interview Questions

1. What, if any, changes in the SME environment have you noticed since 
the Arab Spring?

2. How would you describe the Tunisian culture toward entrepreneurship?

3. Is it easy to create an SME in Tunisia?

4. How imperative is SME development in Tunisia?

5. Is there access to financing for entrepreneurs?

6. Do Tunisian entrepreneurs have the ability to scale their businesses?
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much back and forth among the research team, prior to 
the preparation of the final data report (Phase 6).

Results

Phases 2-4 Findings 
Since Tunisia is considered an Arab Spring success 
story, Question 1 of the interview questions queried 
respondents about changes they had seen since the Arab 
Spring. Instability in the government and corruption went  
hand-in-hand, with 10 of the 16 responding interviewees 
referring to both issues. One interviewee captured this 
succinctly as, “economic reform is on the back burner 
after social reform changes,” with corruption perceived to 
be worsening within the country. Seven of the 16 respon-
dents, however, saw a positive change in terms of the 
entrepreneurial ecosystem development in the country. A 
couple of people noted the establishment of incubators, 
and another referred to entrepreneurship plan competi-
tions that had begun occurring. Interestingly, only one 
respondent viewed the negative changes (i.e., corruption 
and instability) simultaneously with the positive aspects 
of entrepreneurial growth. 

With very young and small firms found to be  
critical for economic prosperity, yet an abysmal start-up 
rate in Tunisia, Question 2 concerned the perception of 
culture toward entrepreneurship in the country. Six of 
the 19 interviewees responding to the question felt there 
was an entrepreneurial culture in Tunisia. Twelve respon-
dents noted problems with the educational system that 
were inhibiting entrepreneurial efforts. These problems 
included inefficient research centres, a lack of technical 
skills (which might tie to a concomitant low number of 
registered patents), a lack of training and encouragement 
in entrepreneurship, poor hard skill development, poor 
soft skill development, a lack of a global mindset, and a  
tendency to focus on a finding a safe work path. 

The respondents were then queried about the ease of 
starting a SME in Question 3. The country’s bureaucracy 
and lack of financing were noted as constraints inhibit-
ing efforts by 19 of the 20 interviewees. In terms of the 
bureaucracy, one respondent noted it as the “biggest con-
straint,” with many comments about the length of time it 
takes to register a business in Tunisia. Within the context 
of bureaucracy, the difficulty in going outside of Tunisia 
for business related issues was noted by several respon-
dents, with one saying that it was impossible to get a visa 
to travel to some countries. Closely related to bureau-
cracy was the lack of financing available for would-be 
entrepreneurs. Banks were very conservative, yet it was 
not possible to work with financial institutions outside of 
Tunisia. Only one of the interviewees focused on the pos-

itive aspects of starting a SME in Tunisia, and he did so 
by noting the opportunity for growth for new firms.

The respondent who presented the positive tone in 
the third question was also a strong voice with regards 
to SME development being imperative for the Tunisian 
economy. Only 10 of the interviewees had contributions 
to add for Question 4. All 10 of them were very vocal in 
noting that SME development is key to economic reform. 
There were comments about SMEs being the route for 
job creation and the development of women and youth 
and, thus, possibly the “solution to unemployment.” At 
the same time, the significant size of the informal sector 
was noted, with this sector tending to engage in a cash 
business. There were linkages in these responses to the 
bureaucratic problem that was dominant in the discus-
sion of Question 3. 

While the problems with bureaucracy were evident 
in Questions 3 and 4, the financing problem was para-
mount in the responses to Question 5. While one inter-
viewee refrained from commenting, all of the other 20  
interviewees gave negative comments about access to 
financing for entrepreneurs. The summary response  
to this question was a resounding “NO!” Representa-
tive responses were in the form of: “difficult to get small 
business loan/funding”, “no interest rate cap for loans”, 
“lack of financing options”, “banks focus on SMEs last”, 
“liquidity is an issue”, “people don’t trust banks”, “takes 
a long time to get financing/two years to get funding”, 
“can’t count on banks”, “crowdfunding doesn’t exist/is 
illegal”, “banks focus too much on collateral”, and “dif-
ferent stage funds don’t exist/seed stage is no man’s 
land.” 

Question 6 asked all interviewees whether Tunisian 
entrepreneurs have the ability to scale their businesses. 
Fifteen of the interviewees had comments to make here, 
and all of those comments noted the potential for business 
success. However, all of the respondents were inclined to 
say that Tunisian entrepreneurs do not know how to scale 
their businesses. It was felt that the educational system 
needed to teach people how to make a good business, not 
just to start a business. Best management practices were 
missing, as was training in accounting and finance. Put 
succinctly by one interviewee, “there needs to be educa-
tional reform.” Four interviewees pointed to the need for 
success stories to be better communicated, and the need 
for role models was also highlighted. In the words of one 
interviewee, “I want the role model of young kids to be 
Elon Musk, not a soccer player.”

Phase 5 Thematic Insights
A number of thematic insights emerged from the dis-
course with Tunisian experts in conjunction with the lit-
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erature. The four themes derived from looking across 
question responses in the context of the literature  
provide overall insight about entrepreneurial efforts in 
frontier markets, not just in Tunisia post-Arab Spring. 
These four themes are social reform, financing, educa-
tion, and communication.

Social Reform. As evidenced by the interview data, 
corruption, lack of transparency, and unnecessary con-
straints in the bureaucratic process impede entrepreneur-
ial efforts. While recognizing that the development of 
micro, small, and medium sized enterprises is an imper-
ative for economic growth, the barriers to success are 
great. Removal of these barriers requires social reform. 
Unfortunately, the path to social reform continues to be 
rocky. Wheatley (2019) places the spotlight on the impor-
tance of social reform in his commentary on the con-
cerns regarding corruption; for example, in South Africa, 
overspending in Mexico, and racist, misogynist, and 
homophobic attitudes in Brazil. Thus, social reform is a 
key element of economic growth in frontier and emerg-
ing markets and that reform has to go hand-in-hand, if not 
pre-empt, efforts in other areas.

Financing Alternatives. A common thread running 
throughout all conversations with the Tunisian experts, 
regardless of the expert’s area of interest, was that of 
financial concerns. Access to financing is a formidable 
barrier for entrepreneurs. Banks, which are often the  
traditional financial institutions in frontier and emerg-
ing markets, do not understand the needs of start-ups 
and small/medium-sized businesses. For example, land 
and property are usually sought-after collateral. Unfor-
tunately, most start-ups and SMEs do not have adequate 
collateral and banks do not know how to mitigate risks 
otherwise. Additionally, these banks rely on audited finan-
cials in evaluating credit, something start-ups and SMEs 
tend not to have. Furthermore, the cost and time to com-
plete audited financial statements do not make sense for 
SMEs in developing economies that must contend with 
the massively slow, and often corrupt, bureaucracies as 
noted above. Developing countries where the banking 
sector is lacking in both competition and the expertise 
to effectively price loans for SMEs appear ripe for mar-
ketplace lending alternatives. Marketplace lenders, since 
they do not rely on publicly or privately available credit 
information, work to develop their own methods of credit 
evaluation specific to the market and situation. Thus, these 
lenders are better able to support entrepreneurial efforts. 

Educational Reformation. Throughout the discussions 
with Tunisian experts, it became clear that education is 
key to the growth of SMEs and, thus, economic growth. 

Practices must be learned to defy the old ways of doing 
business, with the young also learning the soft and hard 
skills necessary to be a successful company manager.  
Educational reformation will require an investment in 
people, building a culture of both skill learning and entre-
preneurship. Educational reformation can assist in mov-
ing businesses from the informal sector to the formal 
sector, which is where economic growth can be achieved. 
Emerging market countries have reported a strong growth 
of students studying in the United States, with Bangla-
desh, Brazil, Nigeria, and Pakistan showing some of the 
strongest growth year after year (Institute of International 
Education, 2019). Unfortunately, the closing of borders 
in 2020 due to the pandemic will likely depress contin-
ued educational advances. 

Communication. In an era of information 24/7, it was 
surprising to hear that there was a lack of communica-
tion regarding (1) how to start and scale a business and 
(2) success stories of individual entrepreneurs or success-
ful SMEs. Theoretically, we know that individuals learn 
from their environment and from those around them. 
Thus, it is imperative that emerging and frontier mar-
kets make an intense effort to get materials for success 
into the hands of potential start-up community members. 
Moreover, creating recognition of those who have been 
successful with their small and medium sized businesses 
will feed the entrepreneurial ecosystem and establish 
role models for others. Of the four major themes derived 
from this research, communication is the theme largely 
new to the post-Arab Spring discussion. While the other 
three major themes have received considerable attention 
in both scholarly and practice-oriented research, commu-
nication has mainly arisen in terms of women and social 
media use. But, overall, communication as spotlighted by 
our respondents has not been prominent in the literature. 

Conclusion
While the focus of the current research was Tunisia due to 
its standing as the sole success story from the Arab Spring, 
the findings from the interview data should be infor-
mative across the spectrum of emerging markets. Two  
dominant themes emerged in this qualitative research 
effort. First and foremost, social reforms and financ-
ing alternatives are imperative for the development of a  
culture of entrepreneurship and for the growth of small 
and medium sized enterprises. Second, to achieve ongo-
ing success in this sector of the economy, there needs to 
be educational reformation to prepare the next genera-
tion (e.g., youth and women) to engage in this formal 
sector. Accompanying educational reformation, broad  
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communication must come in terms of success stories 
and the role models for others to seek to emulate. 

These findings, almost 10 years after the Arab 
Spring, are likely to not be new information for policy  
makers. Economic growth has been slow in Tunisia, and the  
findings from this thematic analysis suggest the problems 
that have plagued frontier markets continue to resonate in 
the country. Social reforms have long been an underpin-
ning of the Arab Spring, and concerns continue to arise. 
While prior research has shown that entrepreneurship, 
education, and financial reforms are paramount for suc-
cess, with efforts extended in these two areas, the percep-
tions of the 21 individuals responding to the queries posed 
in this research suggest that changes are not occurring as 
quickly as desired. For social reform to occur, formerly 
disenfranchised constituents (e.g., women and the young) 
must not face barriers in terms of financial access, and 
educational reformation must have a long-term impact in 
order for the entrepreneurial ecosystem to thrive. Unfor-
tunately, the perceptions of the Tunisian economic experts 
in our study show numerous concerns that mirror long-
standing concerns in many frontier markets.
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