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“Innovation is critically important in contemporary 
economies. A key driver of the improvement in con-
sumers’ living standards is the growth and success 
of firms, and the wealth of nations. Investment in re-
search and development (R&D) is essential for firms 
and nations to produce innovations and compete for 
the future” (Tellis et al. 2008). Innovation contributes 
to a strong economy through job creation, income 
generation and long-term economic growth (Haus-
man & Johnston, 2014). As a result, acquiring the 
capacity to innovate now lies in the core of policies 
and strategies of both developed and developing 
countries (Bizri, 2017). Innovation is increasingly fo-
cused on developing economies, supporting com-
petitiveness and economic growth (Terzic, 2017), 
and enabling them to catch-up with and grow in a 
global economy (Naude et al. 2011). 
The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region is 
experiencing huge economic and political transfor-
mations under the pressure of the 2011 Arab Spring 
uprisings.1 But, there is a potential for greater and 
better growth, and for new opportunities among 
youth to transform their communities. The revolutions 
in the Arab world have sparked “a flow of entrepre-
neurial energy and an increased sense of empower-
ment among the youth, translating into an array of 
social entrepreneurial ventures tackling cultural ac-
tivities, health, agriculture, water and sanitation, and 
women’s empowerment” (Jamali and Lanteri, 2015). 

In addition, the MENA region benefits from its geo-
graphical location, with access to large markets in 
Europe and Asia, young societies with improving lev-
els of education,2 and the high-speed transformation 
into knowledge economies in certain countries, like 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE Ministry of Economy, 
2018), Qatar (Faghih and Sarfaraz, 2014), and Israel 
(Rosenberg, 2018). A recent report by the World 
Bank confirmed that MENA countries have the po-
tential to leapfrog into the digital economy, thanks to, 
for example, a cohort of well-educated young people 
with the ability to adapt quickly to new digital and 
mobile technologies (World Bank, 2018).

The Global Innovation Index: MENA 
Countries’ Scores and Ranking 

The Global Innovation Index (GII) is an annual ranking 
of countries around the world based on their charac-
teristics and performance in innovation (Dutta et al. 
2018). It is one of the most comprehensive surveys 
for drawing international comparisons in innovation 
landscapes, and is developed by Cornell University, 
the European Institute of Business Administration and 
the World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO). 
GII 2018 includes detail metrics for 126 countries 
(around 91% of the world’s population). It includes 
four main measures: the overall GII, the Input and 
Output Sub-Indices, and the Innovation Efficiency 
Ratio. However, the overall GII is the average of the 
Input and Output Sub-Indices (Dutta et al. 2018). 
In the overall GII Index, MENA countries lag behind 
North America, Europe, South East Asia, and East 

1 oeCD. “The OECD and The Middle East & North Africa.” www.oecd.org/mena/.
2 Ibíd. 
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Asia and Oceania. Moreover, many of the Arab coun-
tries have displayed downward trends in the GII sin-
ce 2011. Chart 25 below provides a list for 15 MENA 
countries for which GII, innovation input and output, 
and the innovation efficiency ratio indices were avail-
able in the GII 2018 Report. Regarding the GII index, 
we find that Israel and the Gulf countries (United 
Arab Emirates (UAE), Qatar, Kuwait and Saudi Ara-
bia (KSA)) fall above the median value for the entire 
world economies. Only one Arab country (UAE) 
ranks within the first 50 countries worldwide in the 
GII 2018, while two countries (UAE and Qatar) were 
in the GII 2017, and three countries (UAE, Qatar, and 
KSA) in the GII 2016. This shows a decrease in in-
novation performance in the Arab countries, mainly 
for the oil economies in the Gulf region. Iran leads the 
MENA countries as regards the innovation efficien-
cy ratio, followed by Israel, Kuwait, Egypt and Jordan. 
This reflects these countries’ efficient exploitation of 
innovation inputs. However, the United Arab Emir-
ates (UAE) and Saudi Arabia (KSA) lead the MENA 
countries as regards innovation input, but they per-
form lower than other MENA countries regarding in-
novation efficiency, which reflects low innovation out-
put capabilities.

In the overall GII Index, MENA 
countries lag behind North America, 
Europe, South East Asia, and 
East Asia and Oceania. Moreover, 
many of the Arab countries have 
displayed downward trends in the 
GII since 2011

Charts 26 & 27 below show low to medium innova-
tion performance for the Middle East and North Africa 
(MNA) region at firm level. For example, only 35.8% of 
firms introduced process innovation in 2013, in com-
parison with 66.6% in Africa (AFR), 59.6% in South 
Asia (SAR) and 39.2% in East Asia and Pacific (EAP) 
(developing countries only). As regards product inno-
vation, MNA lies in the middle, somewhere between 
the fastest growing region in Africa and South Asia3 
and the slowest growing countries of Europe and Cen-
tral Asia (ECA)4 (only developing countries).
With only ECA lagging behind, the MENA region has 
one of the lowest R&D expenditures (See chart 28). 
Only 15.2% of firms in the MENA region spend on 

3 South Asia holds on to its top spot as the world’s fastest growing region, with growth set to step up to 7.0 percent in 2019, then 7.1 percent 
in 2020 and 2021.
4 Economic growth in Europe and Central Asia slowed to 3.1% in 2018, and is projected to decline to 2.1% in 2019, amid slowing global 
growth and uncertain prospects.

CHART 25 Innovation Index for MENA Region Based on GII 2018
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CHART 26 Percentage of Firms’ Process Innovation by Region in 2013
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Source: Data from the latest Enterprise Survey, World Bank Group database.

CHART 27 Percentage of Firms’ Product Innovations by Region in 2013
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Source: Data from the latest Enterprise Survey, World Bank Group database

CHART 28 Percentage of Firms’ Expenditure Spent on R&D by Region in 2013
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Source: Data from the latest Enterprise Survey, World Bank Group database
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R&D in comparison with 27.4% in SAR and 25.3% 
in Africa.
Firms in MENA countries have different R&D expend-
iture, with better performance in North African coun-
tries like Tunisia (20.3% of firms spend on R&D) and 
Morocco (18.4%). Chart 29 below indicates that 
Egypt and Palestine had the lowest R&D expendi-
ture in 2013 - 6.5% and 11.1% respectively. This 
might be explained by Israel’s occupation of the Pal-
estinian territories, which weakens investment and 
the business sector in Palestine.

The Challenges for Developing Innovation 
in the Middle East

There is a big concern in many of the MENA coun-
tries about the weaknesses of innovation mainly due 
to the quality of their innovation systems, the absence 
of sound policy instruments, the lack of appropriate 
economic structures, the poor education systems 
and growing unemployment among youth graduates 
(the gap between the education system and labour 
market needs) (World Bank, 2018; ESCWA, 2017). 
The improvements to human capital have not trans-
lated into fast economic growth. Meanwhile, MENA 
governments fail to encourage and, in some cases, 
actively discourage innovation (World Bank, 2018). 
Job creation in the MENA region is harmed by the 

failure of many countries to adopt new technologies. 
Here are the most important challenges for develop-
ing innovation in the MENA region:

Little support from the government for innovation, 
science, and technology

Government is the cornerstone in any innovation plan. 
It plays a key role in spending on R&D and knowledge 
creation, promotion of innovation and technological 
progress, creating the legal framework for protecting 
innovation, designing policy programmes to support 
innovation, driving and adopting emerging technolo-
gies, and paving the way to a knowledge-based 
economy. The governments in the MENA region are 
being asked to adopt a more proactive role in promot-
ing R&D and technological innovation; adjust to fast-
changing global trends in a techno-economic system 
driven by digitalization and the ICT revolution; estab-
lish market-driven competition; and allocate more re-
sources to knowledge generation and the transition to 
a knowledge-based economy. 

Weak institutional framework

The GII 2018 report shows that the institutional 
framework in the MENA region is one of the main 
obstacles to innovation. With the exception of UAE 
and Qatar, most of the MENA countries are situated 

CHART 29 Percentage of Establishments that Spend on R&D in the MENA Region
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Source: Data from the latest Enterprise Survey, World Bank Group database
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at the bottom of the GII 2018 report indices (e.g. 
Egypt, Yemen, Syria and Iran). This might be ex-
plained by the deterioration of the political environ-
ment and high political instability following the Arab 
Spring in 2011. Also, the regulatory environment 
and its quality is still very weak, and many of the 
MENA countries still lack a regulatory framework for 
intellectual property rights and innovation. Many of 
the resource-rich Arab countries (Qatar, KSA, Oman 
and Kuwait) still exhibit relative shortcomings in mar-
ket sophistication, business sophistication and the 
difficulty of resolving insolvency. For example, gov-
ernments in the MENA region are focused on the 
protection of incumbents in the telecommunications 
and banking sector, however, the excessive and out-
dated regulations impede the accessibility of new 
actors to the market (World Bank, 2018).

The GII 2018 report shows that the 
institutional framework in the MENA 
region is one of the main obstacles 
to innovation, most of the MENA 
countries are situated at the bottom 
of the GII 2018 report indices

Low investment in knowledge-intensive services 
and knowledge creation 

Based on the GII 2018, except for Israel and UAE, 
most of the MENA countries are far below the global 
trends as regards employment in knowledge-inten-
sive services and gross domestic expenditure on re-
search and development (GERD) by businesses. 
This reflects the weak capacity of firms in the MENA 
region to absorb knowledge and new technologies. 

Fragmentation in the innovation system 

Innovation systems in most of the MENA countries 
are criticized as being disorganized, disjointed and 
fragmented, i.e. too many players, too much compe-
tition coupled with weak coordination, replication of 

ideas, weak connections between the private sector, 
public sector, and academia, etc. The GII 2018 re-
veals weak university-industry collaboration for inno-
vation and weak linkages between research and 
knowledge production and businesses, which nega-
tively affects the core of the innovation process in 
the MENA region. UNCTAD has noted a low perfor-
mance of national innovation systems in many of the 
Arab MENA countries (Gonzalez-Sanz, 2015). 

Innovation inputs not translated into innovation 
output 

However, many of the rich MENA countries like Qatar, 
KSA, UAE and Iran operate with a view to innovation 
input (investment in human capital, ICT infrastructure, 
etc.) and are situated above the global average and 
trends, but have weak performance in many of the in-
dicators of innovation output, like knowledge creation, 
patents, scientific and technical publications, knowl-
edge diffusion and creative outputs. 

Individual Initiatives for Innovation in 
the MENA Region

In the last 10 years, and in order to cope with glob-
al growth in innovation and technology, many of the 
MENA countries have developed individual initiatives 
or policies to promote innovation and the knowledge 
economy. 

Egypt 

Since 2011, Egypt has entered a new path of socio-
economic development, which upgraded the role of 
youth in social development. A new approach is, 
therefore, necessary to create new policies that will 
enable innovation to support the creation of shared 
social and economic values. In order to create an 
enabling environment for scientific research, innova-
tion and technology, Egypt’s Ministry of Higher Edu-
cation and Scientific Research developed in 2015 
the National Strategy for Science, Technology and 
Innovation 2015-2030.5 The main vision here was to 
create an innovation system which establishes links 

5 See MinistRy oF HiGHeR eDuCation anD sCientiFiC ReseaRCH. “National strategy for science, technology and innovation 2015-2030.” www.
bu.edu.eg/portal/uploads/NewsPDF/Scientific_Research_Innovation_5_01112015.pdf (in Arabic).
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between the education system, R&D and economic 
sectors in order to translate research outcomes into 
new innovations. 

Morocco 

Following regional (MENA region) and global trends, 
in the late 1990s, Morocco has introduced its Na-
tional Innovation System (NIS). The main objective 
was to achieve economic development driven by in-
novation and scientific research (Hamidi and Benab-
deljalil, 2013). The main actors of the NIS are (Ha-
midi and Benabdeljalil, 2013): (1) the Permanent 
Inter-ministerial Committee for Scientific Research 
and Technological Development (PICSRTD), which 
consists of 24 diverse government officials chaired 
by the Prime Minister), (2) the Ministry of Higher Ed-
ucation, Scientific Research and Professional Train-
ing (MHESRPT), (3) the Ministry of Commerce, In-
dustry and New Technologies (MCINT), (4) the 
Hassan II Academy of Science and Technology (HII-
AST), (5) the National Center for Scientific and 
Technical Research (NCSTR), and (6) universities, 
research centres and technical centres. 
A series of debates with experts, the business com-
munity and civil society has been organized by the 
High Commission for Planning in Morocco in order 
to raise the Morocco 2030 Prospective.6 Also, the 
Ministry of Trade, Industry and New Technologies 
launched the Morocco Innovation Initiative in 2009, 
which aims to spread the culture of innovation and 
entrepreneurship, increase the competitiveness of 
the Moroccan economy, and drive R&D at Moroccan 
universities (ESCWA, 2017). 

Tunisia

Policy makers in Tunisia recognized early on the role 
of science, technology and innovation. A compre-
hensive framework has therefore been developed 
over the past three decades to support innovation, 
develop specific programmes that link science, R&D 
and economic development, and create a new cul-
ture of entrepreneurship (Chaabouni and Bouzaiane, 

2018). From an institutional perspective, Tunisia has 
launched several institutions to support the national 
policy for innovation and scientific research, like the 
Secretary of State for Scientific Research and Tech-
nology (SERST) in 1991, the Higher Council for 
Scientific Research and Technology in 1992, the 
Grant for Investments in R&D (PIRD) in 1995, and 
the “National Programme for Technology Parks” and 
the “National Research and Innovation Programme” 
in 2003 (Chaabouni, 2008). 

Jordan

As part of Jordan’s efforts to promote an innovation-
based economy, in 2013 the Higher Council for Sci-
ence and Technology prepared the National Innova-
tion Strategy 2013-2017 with the support of the 
World Bank and the Korean Development Institute7. 
The main objectives are to disseminate the culture of 
innovation and R&D, enhance specialized human re-
sources and generate a business environment. The 
National Innovation Strategy was followed by the 
National Information and Communications Technol-
ogy Strategy 2013-2017.8

Palestine

Due to the massive socioeconomic burden of Israeli 
occupation, innovation is yet to figure strongly in 
economic and development strategies in Palestine. 
The innovation system in Palestine is criticized as 
being disorganized, disjointed and fragmented, i.e. 
too many players, too much competition coupled 
with weak coordination, replication of ideas, weak 
connections between the private sector, public sec-
tor, and academia (Morrar, 2019). However, in the 
last decades, Palestinians have invested heavily in 
human capital through education and career profes-
sionalism, which has contributed to knowledge cre-
ation, technological development and the promotion 
of innovation. Following the creation of the Palestin-
ian National Authority in 1994, some of the research 
institutions assumed a governmental status, which 
enhanced public awareness regarding the funda-

6 See Haut CoMMisaRiat au Plan. “Maroc 2030.” www.hcp.ma/downloads/Maroc-2030_t11885.html. 
7 See http://inform.gov.jo/Portals/0/National%20Innovation%20Strategy%2012-2013%20with%20NCI.compressed.pdf.
8 See http://inform.gov.jo/Portals/0/Report%20PDFs/6.%20Infrastructure%20&%20Utilities/ii.%20ICT/2013-2017%20National%20ICT%20
Strategy.pdf. 
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mental role of science and technology in the devel-
opment of the Palestinian economy:

— Palestine Academy for Science and Technology 
(PALST)

 This is an autonomous, public, not-for-profit or-
ganization established in 1997 and reconfirmed 
in 2004 by Presidential decree.9

— The Higher Council for Innovation & Excellence 
(HCIE).10

 The PNA recently established this Council, which 
is supposed to regulate innovation in the Pales-
tinian territory and provide technical and finan-
cial support for creative and innovative ideas. 
Its activity has so far been mainly limited to ad-
vocacy. 

— The Scientific Research Council
 In 2013, the Ministry of Higher Education es-

tablished the scientific research council chaired 
by the Education Minister, who is joined by sci-
entific research deans from four Palestinian uni-
versities and five members from the private sec-
tor and NGOs.11

Saudi Arabia

In 2002, the Saudi Council of Ministries launched the 
National Policy for Science, Technology and Innova-
tion with the ambitious goal of generating a knowl-
edge-based economy in the country. In 2016, Saudi 
Arabia launched “Vision 2030,” which aims to build a 
non-oil economy, which is competitive and dynamic. 
Innovation, entrepreneurship and advanced technol-
ogies are at the core of Vision 2030.

Conclusion

This work assesses the current status of innovation 
in the MENA region using data from the GII 2018 
and the World Bank Enterprise Survey. It also dis-
cusses the individual initiatives of a group of MENA 
countries and the main challenges which hamper the 
role of innovation in socioeconomic development. 

Many of the MENA countries have launched their 
own initiatives to promote science, technology and 
innovation, but they still lag behind North America, 
Europe, South East Asia and East Asia and Oce-
ania in many of the innovation pillars. The innovation 
performance trend for the MENA region shows a 
decrease in innovation performance, which is clear 
from the shrinking number of MENA countries listed 
in the first 50 countries worldwide in the GII 2018. 
Innovation systems in many of the MENA regions 
suffer from many challenges like low government 
support for innovation, science and technology, 
weak institutional frameworks, weak investment in 
knowledge-intensive services and knowledge crea-
tion, and the fragmentation of innovation systems. 
There is a need to formulate innovation policies for 
MENA countries that are built on a common vision 
for the whole region, and which address legal, eco-
nomic and social issues based on individual and re-
gional perspectives. Furthermore, it is important to 
take into account global knowledge and technology 
when developing innovation policies.

Many of the MENA countries have 
launched their own initiatives to 
promote science, technology 
and innovation, but they still lag 
behind North America, Europe, 
South East Asia and East Asia 
and Oceania in many of the 
innovation pillars

References

CHaaBouni, R. and Bouzaiane, L. “Innovation Poli-
cy-making and Foresight in Tunisia: A prelimi-
nary study,” 6th International Conference on Fu-
ture-Oriented Technology Analysis (FTA) – Future 
in the Making Brussels, 4-5 June 2018. 

9 http://palast.ps/en Palestine Academy for Science and Technology. 
10 Higher Council for Innovation and Excelence www.hcie.ps/.
11 Ministry of Higher Education of Palestine. “Scientific Research Council.” www.mohe.pna.ps/Councils-and-Commissions/Scientific-Research-
Council.



Pa
no

ra
m

a
St

ra
te

gi
c 

S
ec

to
rs

 | 
E

co
no

m
y 

&
 T

er
ri

to
ry

IE
M

ed
. M

ed
ite

rr
an

ea
n 

Ye
ar

bo
ok

 2
01

9
26

9

CHaaBouni, R. “Progress towards the Implemen-
tation of the National Innovation System in Tu-
nisia,” Communications of the IBIMA, Vol-
ume 2, 2008.

Dutta, S.; lanvin, B.; and wunsCH-vinCent, S. 
“Global Innovation Index 2018: Energizing the 
World with Innovation,” 11 editions, 2018. 

eConoMiC anD soCial CoMMission FoR westeRn 
asia (esCwa). “The Innovation Landscape in 
Arab Countries: A Critical Analysis,” E/ES-
CWA/TDD/2017/Technical Paper 1, 2017. 

FaGHiH, N. and saRFaRaz, L. “Dynamics of innovation 
in Qatar and its transition to knowledge-based 
economy: Relative strengths and weaknesses,” 
QScience Connect: A Qatar Foundation Aca-
demic Journal, 2014.

HaMiDi, S. and BenaBDeljalil, N. “National Innova-
tion Systems: The Moroccan Case,” Procedia 
- Social and Behavioral Sciences, Volume 75, 
p. 119-128, 2013. 

HausMan, A. & joHnston, W. “The role of innovation 
in driving the economy: Lessons from the global 
financial crisis,” Journal of Business Research, 
Volume 67, Issue 1, p. 2720-2726, 2014.

jaMali, D., & lanteRi, A. Social Entrepreneurship in 
the Middle East. Palgrave Macmillan UK, Vol-
ume 2, p. 225, 2015.

nauDe, W.; sziRaMi, A.; and GoeDHuys, M. “Innova-
tion and Entrepreneurship in Developing Coun-
tries,” United Nations University, World Institute 
for Development Economic Research, 2011. 

RosenBeRG D. “Introduction” in Israel’s Technology 
Economy. Middle East in Focus. Palgrave Mac-
millan, Cham, 2018.

tellis, G. et al. “Competing for the future: Patterns 
in the global location of R&D centers by the 
world’s largest firms ISBM Report 06-2008,” 
Institute for the Study of Business Markets, Uni-
versity Park, PA, 2008.

teRziC, L. “The Role of Innovation in Fostering Com-
petitiveness and Economic Growth: Evidence 
from Developing Economies,” Comparative Eco-
nomic Research, Volume 20, 2017.

uae MinistRy oF eConoMy. “Laying the Founda-
tions of a Strong & Active Digital Economy,” A 
Quarterly Magazine Published by the Ministry 
of Economy, Issue 31, 2018. 

woRlD Bank. “Transforming the Arab Economies: 
Traveling the Knowledge and Innovation Road,” 
International Bank for Reconstruction and De-
velopment / The World Bank, 2013.

woRlD Bank. “A New Economy for the Middle East 
and North Africa,” MENA Economic Monitor, 
World Bank Group, 2018. 




