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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Saudi Arabia has embarked on an extensive program of economic transformation
through its Saudi Vision 2030 development plan. As part of Saudi Vision 2030’s goals,
the country aims to boost entrepreneurship, promote the founding of more small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), and support the development of the not-for-profit
sector. A promising way to reach these goals is to encourage the social enterprise
sector. This sector sits between philanthropy and private enterprise, using commercial
methods to address social needs in innovative, financially sustainable ways.
In developed economies, the social enterprise sector leads to economic activity. In the U.K.,
the social enterprise sector accounts for 3 percent of GDP.1 Globally, social impact investing
was worth US$502 billion by the end of 2018, according to the Global Impact Investing
Network.2 Although the social enterprise sector is in its infancy in Saudi Arabia, it presents
a significant opportunity. We estimate that financially sustainable social enterprises in Saudi
Arabia could contribute an additional 2.5 percent to GDP per year and create more than
250,000 jobs by 2030.
To promote the social enterprise sector, the government should create an ecosystem in which
these kinds of organizations can thrive. This means clearly defining social enterprises, and
understanding their challenges and their need to be financially sustainable. The government
can provide support in five areas that will enable people to start social enterprises, grow
them, and then scale them up: awareness and promotion, infrastructure, funding, access and
networks, and education and training.
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SOCIAL ENTERPRISES AND THEIR GLOBAL IMPACT

The social enterprise sector has had a tremendous impact globally over the past 20 years.
The sector has led to appreciable economic gains and employment in multiple developed
economies such as Singapore, South Korea, the U.K., and the United States. Social
enterprises straddle the line between philanthropic pursuits and for-profit private enterprises.
They make use of commercial methods to address social needs in innovative, financially
sustainable ways (see Exhibit 1).

EXHIBIT 1

The spectrum of enterprise

Social enterprise
and impact
investing

Traditional
philanthropy

Donationbased
philanthropy

Philanthropy
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profit
generation

Not-for-profit
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activity, all profits
reinvested

Socially
mandated
activity,
reinvesting most
profit

Traditional
for-profit

Socially
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of profits
re-invested

Scope of social enterprises

Socially
conscious,
profitgenerating
activity

Profitgenerating
activity

For-profit

Source: Reproduced with permission of Ethmaar International and Tasamy for Social Entrepreneurship; Strategy& analysis
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Although the social enterprise sector is just starting in Saudi Arabia, it holds enormous
potential. At present, there are few financially sustainable social enterprises operating in Saudi
Arabia. Indeed, the same applies to not-for-profit social organizations more generally. There
is just one not-for-profit social organization per 10,000 people in Saudi Arabia compared with
around 50 in Canada and the U.S., and 200 in France3 (see Exhibit 2).

EXHIBIT 2

Saudi Arabia has room for growth in social organizations generally

Number of social organizations in 2018
(per 10,000 people)

Distribution of Saudi Arabia's social organizations

200
3%

Social services
4%

138

7%

Development and housing
26%

12%

Professional and
learning associations

Total = 2,597
53

Charity and volunteering

49
23%
17

France

U.K.

Canada

U.S.

Malaysia

5

26%

1

Egypt Saudi Arabia

Source: “Saudi Nonprofit Trends Report 2018,” King Khalid Foundation, 2018; Ministry of Labor and Social Development NGO database

The economic potential of social enterprises is clear from the experience of developed
economies. In the U.K., the social enterprise sector contributes 3 percent of GDP and
accounts for 5 percent of the labor force.4 The sector also empowers women, with women
leading 38 percent of social enterprises in the U.K., compared with 19 percent of SMEs
and 3 percent of the top 100 companies on the London stock exchange in 2015.5 Based on
the experience of developed economies, we estimate that if Saudi Arabia were to properly
promote and support the social enterprise sector, it could contribute an additional 2.5 percent
to GDP per year and create more than 250,000 jobs by 2030. The result would be a wealth of
organizations that can deliver services in such sectors as education and healthcare in a more
efficient and inclusive manner than the government.
Moreover, the development of a thriving social enterprise sector could set an example for
other Middle East countries and beyond, influencing how they address social needs. Saudi
Arabia is the largest economy in the Middle East with a GDP of $793 billion in 2019, and plays
a central religious role among Muslim countries as it is the site of Islam’s two holiest shrines.6
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UNDERSTANDING THE NEEDS OF SOCIAL ENTERPRISES IN SAUDI ARABIA

Social enterprises exist to meet social needs. At present, there are few Saudi social
enterprises that are financially sustainable. They are active mainly in the provision of housing,
religious concerns, and social services. However, these are just a handful of the areas of
potential operation for social enterprises. The social needs that social enterprises can help to
meet fall into seven main categories, according to Monsha’at:7
1. Social services: This involves providing services to society’s vulnerable segments (e.g.,
the elderly, orphans), emergency and rescue services, or subsidies and other support for
existing services
2. Healthcare: This involves running hospitals, medical centers, rehabilitation centers,
alternative medicine centers, and health emergency services
3. Education and research: This includes support programs to improve education attainment,
and academic research into social enterprise issues
4. Environment: This involves organizations active in pollution prevention, environmental
sustainability, and nature conservation
5. Religion: This involves upkeep for mosques, supporting Quran study associations, and
providing assistance to pilgrims visiting Saudi Arabia for the Hajj and the Umrah
6. Development and housing: This involves economic development; vocational training; and
housing support, maintenance, and operations
7. Culture, sports, and entertainment: This involves promoting and funding the arts and culture
sectors, enabling people to participate in sports and entertainment8

Strategy& | Unleashing the power of the social enterprise sector in Saudi Arabia

5

Before Saudi Arabia can have an ecosystem of social enterprises able to provide these
services, it is important to understand the current state of social enterprise sector
development and the challenges these organizations face. Strategy& and Monsha’at, the
SME-focused authority under the Ministry of Commerce and Investment, therefore conducted
a survey in March of 2019 of 34 government bodies and people who identify themselves as
social entrepreneurs. We found that in Saudi Arabia most social enterprises are in the early
stages of development and are not financially sustainable. Survey respondents told us that
the greatest challenge is the lack of regulations. They also cited other significant challenges to
unlocking the sector’s potential: ambiguity of legal structure, lack of funding, and difficulty in
talent recruitment and retention (see Exhibit 3).

EXHIBIT 3

The social enterprise ecosystem in Saudi Arabia faces funding, regulatory, and training
challenges

Challenge

Perceived difficulty
Low

Incubator support
High

Regulations

Funding

Product/service development

Go-to-market

Scaling

Recruitment

Training and advisory

Technology infrastructure

Source: Monsha’at and Strategy& survey

6

Strategy& | Unleashing the power of the social enterprise sector in Saudi Arabia

Low

High

GROWING THE SOCIAL ENTERPRISE SECTOR IN SAUDI ARABIA

The government should encourage “developers” to take the lead in fostering the sector’s
health and viability. For example, in the U.S. the Social Enterprise Alliance acts as a developer
by fostering a supportive environment and encouraging investors to finance social enterprises,
as does its British equivalent, Social Enterprise UK. These bodies also actively promote
social entrepreneurship, connect social entrepreneurs to investors, and advocate for social
entrepreneurship with policymakers.
In Saudi Arabia, such developers could include existing incubators and accelerators.
Monsha’at can play the role of supporting sector promotion, capability building, financial
support, and research and advocacy. Although developers play a vital role nurturing the sector
every day, the government also needs to adopt a development strategy with a clear set of
objectives, focusing support on five areas to help social enterprises start, grow, and scale up:
awareness and promotion, infrastructure, funding, access and networks, and education and
training.
1. Awareness and promotion
The government and the private sector should collaborate to raise awareness of the
sector and explain its unique business model. A critical part of this involves defining social
enterprises clearly to avoid confusion and encourage participation. Social enterprises can
be difficult to understand because they straddle the line between traditional philanthropic
pursuits and for-profit private enterprises.
An organization is a social enterprise if it meets the following criteria:
• Aims for financial surpluses after accounting for all revenues and costs, irrespective
of whether it is a for-profit or a not-for-profit enterprise (see “For-profits versus
not-for-profits,” page 8).
• Prioritizes a social need as its core business aim over maximizing profits
• Adopts socially innovative business models that improve efficiency, effectiveness, and
inclusiveness
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For-profits versus
not-for-profits
Social enterprises always serve a socially
conscious goal in an innovative and
financially sustainable way. The selection
of business models to achieve that goal
is varied, ranging from what looks like a
traditional not-for-profit to a publicly traded
company with shareholders. One example
is Aravind Eye Hospitals, founded in India
in 1977 to eradicate cataract-related
blindness. Cataracts were a major source
of blindness in India, with at least 4 million
cases reported every year.9 Aravind Eye
Hospitals is organized as a not-for-profit
enterprise. It achieves financial sustainability
with a cross-subsidization business model.
It uses profits from treating affluent patients
to fund treatment for low-income patients.
There have been 56 million outpatient visits,
and the hospitals have undertaken over
6 million surgical interventions since the
organization’s inception.10

Other social enterprises have a structure
that resembles for-profit companies, with
shareholders and distributed profits. Etsy,
for example, is an e-commerce website that
focuses on selling handmade, artisanal, and
vintage items. It aims to build a sustainable
supply chain and inclusive marketplace. It
was founded in 2005, became B-certified11
in 2012 when it had $195 million in revenues
and was running a loss, and then went
public on the NASDAQ in 2015. Etsy now
has a market capitalization of $6 billion,
$548 million in revenues in 2019, and 874
employees.12 Another example is Laureate
Education, which was founded in 1999,
became B-certified in 2014 with $4 billion
in revenues, and was running a loss. The
company went public on the NASDAQ in
2017. Laureate Education now has a market
capitalization of $4.4 billion, $2.4 billion in
revenues in 2019, and 60,000 employees.13

Although developers play a vital role nurturing the sector every
day, the government also needs to adopt a development strategy
with a clear set of objectives.
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Awareness and promotion activities include running marketing campaigns, boot camps to
teach and sharpen software skills, and competitions such as hackathons in which computer
programmers and others involved in software development collaborate intensively to solve
problems. For example, the U.K.’s Social Saturday promotional campaign, which ran from
2014 to 2017, increased public awareness of social enterprise as an activity.14 In Saudi Arabia,
Monsha’at could launch media campaigns to raise awareness and cooperate with prominent
social enterprise advocates to introduce awards for top social enterprise startups. Such
campaigns could also help with talent acquisition and retention by alerting people to careers in
the social enterprise sector.
2. Infrastructure
Social enterprises need supporting infrastructure in terms of technology, physical spaces,
and laws. Social enterprises require robust connectivity and proper cybersecurity if they
are storing information about welfare cases. Another infrastructure requirement is the right
working environment in which to thrive. This can mean flexible working facilities, such as coworking spaces,15 along with incubators and accelerators.16
The government also needs to draft appropriate and flexible regulations to provide the
framework for social enterprises and enable them to grow. This includes the right legal
framework in terms of accreditations, intellectual property protection, and copyright laws.
For example, accreditation has been effective at creating credibility among social enterprise
sector participants. In the U.S., B Lab certifies that social enterprises are correctly balancing
profits and social purpose.
The U.S. also has specialized incubators and accelerators dedicated to training and mentoring
social enterprises. CivicX, for example, provides 10 weeks of mentoring, peer support,
entrepreneurial education, and investment. It invests $50,000 per enterprise either in equity or
through a revenue-sharing agreement. Since its founding in 2012, CivicX has graduated 135
companies that serve 5.3 million people. These organizations have had 154 percent increases
in revenue overall, 109 percent rises in philanthropic revenues, and an 80 percent growth in
for-profit investment.17
3. Funding
Adequate funding is absolutely critical for social enterprises. This funding includes privatesector grants, donations, sponsorships, and public-sector subsidies and tax exemptions
for organizations at all stages of growth. In this area, Monsha’at can cooperate with private
incubators and investors, along with government funding programs, to allocate specialized
resources and finance to social enterprises.
In countries such as the U.K. and the U.S., specialized social impact investors have
successfully used a range of investment instruments such as equity, debt, convertibles, social
impact bonds (SIBs), and blended financing. SIBs were introduced in the U.K. as a way for
investors to pay for a project at the start, and then receive payments based on the project’s
results. These countries also have popular crowdfunding platforms that social enterprises use
to raise funds. For example, Kickstarter raised $4.8 billion between 2009 and early 2020.18
Although not solely focused on social enterprises, these platforms are potent fund-raising
channels as they attract considerable Internet traffic.
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4. Access and networks
Social enterprises need access to data and research, market intelligence, and customers.
They also require a network of support organizations and partners for education, funding, and
promotion. Most countries with a robust social enterprise sector have a government or private
organization that takes the lead in facilitating this access and networking (see Exhibit 4). For
example, the Singapore Centre for Social Enterprise (raiSE) supports social enterprises through
provision of funding, promotion, networking, and training. It also sets best practices for all
participants in the social enterprises ecosystem. In Saudi Arabia, Monsha’at could play this role
by taking advantage of its existing network of stakeholders and other players.

EXHIBIT 4

Social enterprise sector developers are generally government or not-for-profit organizations

Country

Name

Established

Type

Mission

U.K.

Social Enterprise UK

2002

Private, community
interest company

National body for social enterprises

U.S.

Social Enterprise Alliance

1998

Private

Catalyst for the development
of the social enterprise sector

Singapore

Singapore Centre for
Social Enterprise (raiSE)

2015

Private

Sector developer and membership
body for social enterprises

India

Ministry of Micro, Small
and Medium Enterprises

2007

Government

Promotes growth and development

Malaysia

MaGIC Malaysian Global
Innovation and Creativity Center

2013

Government (part of the
Ministry of Entrepreneur
Development)

Builds a sustainable entrepreneurship
ecosystem

Egypt

Realizing Innovation through
Social Entrepreneurship (RISE)

2013

Private

Research and practical support

Entities with oversight of the whole entrepreneurial sector
Source: Strategy& analysis

5. Education and training
Education and training are vital as they help social enterprises to improve skills and build
commercial, financial, managerial, and technical capabilities. Among the organizations that
can help social enterprises are universities. They can institute specialized curricula and centers
that can equip students with social entrepreneurship and social impact skills. For example in
the U.S., the Center for the Advancement of Social Entrepreneurship at Duke University offers
specialized courses on social entrepreneurship. The center also serves as a hub for research
and practitioner engagement with a specific focus on social entrepreneurship.
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CONCLUSION

Social enterprises can play a key role in achieving Saudi Vision 2030 objectives because they
can promote economic activity and employment in areas such as education, the environment,
healthcare, and social services. Although the number of social enterprises in Saudi Arabia
is small, with the right attention and support this core group can expand quickly and set an
example for the entire GCC region and beyond. Monsha’at is well positioned to cooperate
with private incubators and investors, and government funding programs, to support sector
promotion, capability building, financial support, and research and advocacy.

Strategy& | Unleashing the power of the social enterprise sector in Saudi Arabia

11

ENDNOTES

1. Social Enterprise UK, Coop, Nationwide
Building Society, “Hidden Revolution: Size
and scale of social enterprise in 2018,”
2018 (https://www.socialenterprise. org.
uk/policy-and-research-reports/thehidden-revolution/).
2. Abhilash Mudaliar and Hannah Dithrich,
“Sizing the Impact Investing Market,”
Global Impact Investing Network, 2019
(https://thegiin.org/assets/Sizing%20
the%20Impact%20Investing%20Market_
webfile.pdf#page=8).
3. “Saudi Nonprofit Trends Report 2018,”
King Khalid Foundation, 2018, page 23
(https://kkf.org.sa/media/ctbb4fi5/4saudi-nonprofit-trends-report-2018.
pdf#page=23).
4. Social Enterprise UK, Coop, Nationwide
Building Society, “Hidden Revolution: Size
and scale of social enterprise in 2018,”
2018 (https://www.socialenterprise. org.
uk/policy-and-research-reports/thehidden-revolution/).
5. “The Scale of Social Enterprise,” from a
report by The British Council and Social
Enterprise UK with support from the

12

World Bank, “Think Global Trade Social:
How business with a social purpose can
develop more sustainable development,”
2015 (https://tinyurl.com/ubkurhn). The top
100 publicly-listed companies in the U.K.
are in the Financial Times Stock Exchange
Index.
6. General Authority for Statistics, Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia (https://www.stats.gov.sa/
en/823).
7. Monsha’at has adopted seven out of
10 social categories identified by the
Ministry of Human Resources and Social
Development of Saudi Arabia.
8. Bahjat El-Darwiche, Karim Sarkis, Alice
Klat, and Melissa Rizk, “It’s showtime!
Leisure and entertainment in the GCC,”
Strategy&, 2019 (https://www.strategyand.
pwc.com/m1/en/ideation-center/itsshowtime/its-showtime-v2.pdf).
9. Naazneen Karmali, “Aravind Eye
Care’s Vision for India,” Forbes, March
5, 2010 (https://www.forbes.com/
global/2010/0315/companies-indiamadurai-blindness-nam-familys-vision.
html#55ddee205c7e).

Strategy& | Unleashing the power of the social enterprise sector in Saudi Arabia

10. Aravind Eye Care System
(https://aravind.org/our-story/).

14. Social Saturday, Social Enterprise UK
(https://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/
campaigns/social-saturday/).

11. A B corporation is a business that
balances purpose and profit. Certified by
B Lab, a global nonprofit, B corporations
are legally required to consider the
impact of their decisions on their workers,
customers, suppliers, community, and the
environment.
12. Etsy (https://www.nasdaq.com/marketactivity/stocks/etsy/revenue-eps);
Etsy SEC Form 10-K, 2018 (https://
d18rn0p25nwr6d.cloudfront.net/CIK0001370637/b623b087-72ec-433b-85e60c82301d1f80.pdf).
13. Laureate Education (https://www.
nasdaq.com/market-activity/stocks/
laur/revenue-eps); Laureate Education,
Inc. SEC Form 10-K, 2018 (http://s23.
q4cdn.com/290406876/files/doc_
financials/2018/2018-Annual-ReportLaureateEducationInc.pdf).

15. Hilal Halaoui, Rabih El Chaar, Fady Halim,
and Mohammed A. Alariefy, “Co-working
space in Saudi Arabia: The promise and
the potential,” Strategy&, 2019 (https://
www.strategyand.pwc.com/m1/en/
reports/2019/co-working-space-in-saudiarabia.pdf).
16. Simone Bhan Ahuja, “Why Innovation Labs
Fail, and How to Ensure Yours Doesn’t,”
Harvard Business Review, July 22, 2019
(https://hbr.org/2019/07/why-innovationlabs-fail-and-how-to-ensure-yoursdoesnt).
17. CivicX, “CIVICX IMPACT REPORT
2012–2018” (https://cvcx.org/civicximpact-report-2012-2018/).
18. Kickstarter, “Stats” (https://www.
kickstarter.com/help/stats?ref=hello).

Strategy& | Unleashing the power of the social enterprise sector in Saudi Arabia

13

Strategy&
Strategy& is a global strategy consulting business uniquely positioned to help deliver your
best future: one that is built on differentiation from the inside out and tailored exactly to you.
As part of PwC, every day we’re building the winning systems that are at the heart of growth.
We combine our powerful foresight with this tangible know-how, technology, and scale to help
you create a better, more transformative strategy from day one.
As the only at-scale strategy business that’s part of a global professional services network, we
embed our strategy capabilities with frontline teams across PwC to show you where you need
to go, the choices you’ll need to make to get there, and how to get it right.
The result is an authentic strategy process powerful enough to capture possibility, while
pragmatic enough to ensure effective delivery. It’s the strategy that gets an organization through
the changes of today and drives results that redefine tomorrow. It’s the strategy that turns vision
into reality. It’s strategy, made real.

www.strategyand.pwc.com/me

© 2020 PwC. All rights reserved. PwC refers to the PwC network and/or one or more of its member firms, each of which is a separate legal entity.
Please see www.pwc.com/structure for further details. Mentions of Strategy& refer to the global team of practical strategists that is integrated
within the PwC network of firms. For more about Strategy&, see www.strategyand.pwc.com. No reproduction is permitted in whole or part without
written permission of PwC. Disclaimer: This content is for general purposes only, and should not be used as a substitute for consultation with
professional advisors.

