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Design Entrepreneurs’ Challenges 
in Cairo’s Ecosystem
Jomana G. Attia 
German University in Cairo, Faculty of Applied Arts and Sciences,  
Product Design Department
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Abstract
This paper investigates the struggles faced by Design Entrepreneurs in Cairo. 
After using grounded theory, general challenges arose from the codes, yet in 
depth understanding of the communication problems between the entrepreneu-
rs, the designers and manufacturers in a start-up. The study took place in Cairo, 
where the entrepreneurial ecosystem is still emerging along the past couple of 
years. Six entrepreneurs were interviewed. The results exhibit most of the pro-
blems faced within the start-up and the ecosystem, also challenges emerged in 
terms of dealing with designers and makers in the product development phases. 
Understanding the struggles and the failed and successful methods of solving 
them helps create a foundation for design entrepreneurship. When this founda-
tion is better established, hopefully would allow the economic status in Cairo to 
flourish. Due to lack of documentation, this study aims to guide design entrepre-
neurs struggling in Cairo, acting as reference for some of the problems and their 
possible solutions.
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After the 25th of January revolution and over the past eight 
years the entrepreneurial ecosystem continued to grow. 
Some argue this has started due to the motivated energy after 
the revolution, pushing hundreds of enthusiastic youth to 
build their country. However, due to the economic turbulence, 
a lot of challenges took place. This paper focuses on the de-
signers’ problems. It aims to understand the problems faced 
by the designers when they decided to be entrepreneurs. 

1.1. Overview of Designers and clients’ roles
As per the Boland’s elegant description, during earlier centu-
ries, while building the pyramids of Giza, designers ordered 
massive efforts of numerous workers over decades. Same 
applies to Syria’s and Iraq’s ancient irrigation systems, and 
the Mayan empire’s temple cities, among many others. Each 
of these mentioned efforts was “managed.” Boland adds that 
all types of organizations – either profiting or non-profit-
ing, government or nongovernmental, voluntary or coercive 
– are not robots. Their components prove to be reactive, and 
creative in their support of the stated vision, in this context 
Boland refers to humans as components of the organization. 
However, they are not the organization’s organisms either; 
their components change. Evidently since people flow in and 
out, and as groups are made. Yet there isn’t a concise natural 
life cycle, and organizations often refresh themselves with 
energy to pursue new goals and objectives (Boland, 2008, pp. 
113-114). Donald A. Schön (1983) argues that the existence of 
the “profession” in society is due to the professional-client re-
lationship. This is seconded by professions where identifying 
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the client’s role is challenging. In cases where the profession-
al’s role of authority is debatable and vague, then it is contro-
versial to label the objects of professional attention “clients”. 
The controversy is clear in the way by which the term “client” 
is used for authoritative roles in a specialized task system 
(Schön, 1983, pp. 290-291).
Brigitte Wolf states: “Design must not be expensive” (2008, 
p.12). Explaining to non-designers the importance of design 
is challenging and consequently more challenging to convince 
them to pay for it. The Design Centre Parana in Curitiba, Bra-
zil created a design competence program where it investigates 
the problems faced by SMEs. The program conducts seminars 
to help these SMEs climb up the design ladder. Unfortunate-
ly, no such initiative is taking place in Cairo. Wolf continues; 
miscommunication and interpersonal conflicts take place reg-
ularly between SMEs and designers. And consequently result 
in failure (Wolf, 2008). Designers often try to bridge the cli-
ents’ requirements and their aims, however these requirements 
are not always clearly stated from the beginning (Lutzenkirch-
en, 2016). The relationship between the design consultant and 
the client can be successful or not based on the chemistry, 
trust and language barriers (Bruce & Docherty, 1993).

Lockwood claims, somehow designers are rational when 
it comes to emotions. Yet communication challenges take 
place when they communicate these thought to their clients. 
Sadly, design-aware leaders do not commonly take part in 
managerial roles, thus maintaining the vagueness of design. 
Lockwood continues to suggest that the design disciple pro-
motes itself in the business field to allow executives to better 0
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understand it, thus smoothening the communication between 
designers and leaders (Lockwood, 2007). While Lockwood 
makes a promising point, however these challenges are far 
from being solved in this manner in Cairo. This is due to the 
fact that design is already dispositioned for young designers 
and educators to begin with, let alone company executives. 
And therefore this research aims to first identify these chal-
lenges even if between design entrepreneurs and designers.

The design management handbook argues that design disci-
pline has a lot to offer for management educators. The design 
profession developed user centered design in order to better 
identify the users’ needs. Not only does the UCD focused on 
understanding the human experience but also makes it the 
foundation when creating products, services and experiences. 
Moreover, the management education is also accused of not re-
lating enough to the real world. Mintzberg also adds that MBAs 
teach the science of management but not the craft. On the other 
hand, it is argued that designers are characterized by under-
standing problems and using their processes to solving them 
and thus enhancing business education (Cooper, Junginger, & 
Lockwood, 2017, pp. 128-129). Whereas in Cairo where design 
is not used enough in start-ups, it is mainly due to the follow-
ing reasons; misunderstanding and misuse of the term design, 
Design as an emerging discipline in Cairo is only known as 
Graphic and Interior design and entrepreneurs have more faith 
in business processes than in Design Thinking processes.

Alternatively, on the bright side as per Mark Oakley’s dis-
cussing the above mentioned issues in his paper in 1986, the 0
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disciplines of arts and humanities started to engage in man-
agement curriculum. Nowadays, the management curricu-
lums are negotiating which skills to pass on to their young 
learners, therefore similar developments are slowing down. 
Evidently, the design and management models of work are 
being cross-examined (Cooper, Junginger, & Lockwood, 2017, 
p. 108). It would be interesting to see more research done on 
these examinations and comparisons in the MENA region’s 
entrepreneurial ecosystems.

Consistently does the designer engage more creatives to 
contribute, such as photographers, illustrators, animators, 
computer programmers, calligraphers, and draftsmen. 
Moreover, other less related profession to design are also 
required. However, the designer is these cases has to evaluate 
the communication methods to use to ease the collaboration. 
Finally, designers are expected to be communication experts 
(Frascara, 2004, p. 3). Unfortunately, in Cairo the design 
profession has not branched out to create several experts are 
per the examples of calligraphers and illustrators. Due to the 
economic challenges, clients prefer to hire one person to do 
all the work. And therefore, more communication disputes 
take place, and the designer and the clients’ role interchange 
accordingly.

This research investigates the challenges that take place be-
tween designers and design entrepreneur in Cairo’s emerging 
entrepreneurial ecosystem. A good example of a previous at-
tempt similar to the research presented in this paper is a model 
constructed by Lutzenkirchen. The model illustrates the main 0
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skills, activities and relations involved in the relation between 
individual designers and their clients (Figure 1). It focuses on 
various relation experiences as per the diagram below. 

Figure 1. Relation experience (RX) model in three levels: skills (1), activities (2), relations (3), Adapted 
from Design for Entrepreneurship: the value of relation experience (RX) for enhanced cooperation in De-
sign Processes, (p. 1596), S. Lutzenkirchen, (2016), 20th DMI: Academic Design Management Conference, 
Inflection Point: Design research meets design practice, Boston, USA..0
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The figure shows in the first stage the skills are perception, 
creativity and communication which lead to the activities such 
as consulting, research, and briefing, creating and presenting. 
Finally leading to the relations needed to conduct the above, 
which are summarized within the design team, entrepreneur 
and the target group (Lutzenkirchen, 2016).  

1.2. Overview of Entrepreneurial Ecosystem in Cairo
Among many others, Innovation Collaborative attempted to 
illustrated the entrepreneurial ecosystem. As shown below, 
this ecosystem is composed of storytellers, resource provid-
ers, educational institutes, idea creators, sources of risk capi-
tal and entrepreneurs (Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Illustration of Entrepreneurial Ecosystem, Source: Innovation Collaborative, Retrieved 2 July 
2019, from https://innovationcollaborators.com/.0
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Moreover, 73% of Egyptians believe entrepreneurship is a 
good career option yet the rest do not as they fear risk of 
failure. However, 46% of the Egyptian adult population rec-
ognize good market opportunities thus proving they are good 
entrepreneurial calibers (AUC, 2017). According to AngelList, 
the average start-up valuation is $2.6M (46.6M EGP) in Egypt 
(AngelList, 2018). Yet, despite this growing trend, serious ob-
stacles remain for Egyptians to start a business. According to 
the following diagram, it is clear that different terms of design 
aren’t as googled as compared to entrepreneurship (Figure 3). 

The only two announced design related initiatives taking 
place currently are the GIZ initiative to send trained youth 
coaches to Hasso-Plattner Institute for a one-week Design 
Thinking Coaching workshop to come back to Egypt and 
spread the knowledge. The second that only appeared in 
2017 was establishing a Creative Stage in the annual Rise Up 
summit, where discussions on various design disciplines are 
discussed between Egyptian and European participants.
Culture socialization among others is one of the differentia-
tors of attitude. 

Figure 3. Interest over time in Entrepreneurship, Industrial Design, Graphic Design and User interface 
design, Source: Google Trends.
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Furthermore, not involving design is expected from SME 
leaders who do not pay attention to their employee and cus-
tomer satisfaction (Wolf, 2008, p. 20). Therefore, according 
to Gantum and Blessing, the engineering designers influence 
their design process, yet the culture is not considered. Differ-
ent cultures of designers trigger their ability to collaborate 
and work together, which is a success factor as per design 
research. There is lack of know-how when it comes to cultur-
al influences in the design process, in spite of the increasing 
intercultural design (Gantum & Blessing, 2007). This paper 
aims to initiate bridging this gap by first understanding the 
challenges faced from the design entrepreneurs’ side.

2. Empirical research: Grounded theory

2.1. Grounded theory
As per Strauss; grounded theory aims to investigate the real 
world in all its twists, however it is known that it cannot be 
100% successful (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This research can-
not be undertaken without understanding the twists under-
lying within the start-ups and accordingly, during this study, 
grounded theory was the main method used. Since this partic-
ular area of research tackles communication and interpersonal 
skills, the analysis can easily be biased and thus grounded 
theory was chosen to eliminate any initial hypothesis. In depth 
individual interviews were held with each entrepreneur. Most 
of the interviews conducted were around 60-75 minutes long.
Four interviews were conducted with six entrepreneurs (two 
of the interviews were conducted with both founders at the 
same time), two are amateur yet experienced designers, one 0
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is not a designer but runs a design business, two are bag 
designers and the last one is a textile designer. Two of the 
interviews were conducted with both founders of the start-up. 
All the interviews were conducted with the main founder and/
or idea initiator. All the interviewees are between the ages 
of 23 and 28 years old. Two of these start-ups conduct more 
than 50% of their production in either informal areas of rural 
areas. All the interviewees have a university degree and all of 
their start-ups have either won competitions, went through an 
entrepreneurial incubation program and/or gathered crowd-
funding. In addition, three of the start-ups have a direct pub-
licly announced social cause. Finally, all of them are well 
connected in the Cairo entrepreneurial ecosystem.

Furthermore, the program used to establish the codes, code 
categories and code document table is Atlasi.ti 81. The qual-
itative data analysis program allowed smoother comparison 
between samples due to its friendly user experience. The be-
low screenshots were extracted from the program. The codes 
presented below summarize the struggles faced and the solu-
tions offered by the entrepreneurs. It was important during 
the interviews to identify design’s role in the start-up scene, 
however the results were not enough to define the role.

2.2. Sampling criteria
Setting criteria by which the entrepreneurs were chosen was 
essential to keep the research focused. More 10 interviews 
were conducted but were not included in this study due to 

1.  Retrieved February 4, 2019, from https://atlasti.com/product/v8-windows/.0
8
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their irrelevance. The following are the criteria by which the 
entrepreneurs were chosen.

• Owning a start-up for more than 1-2 years;
• Start-up is still working even if it is not making revenue;
• Either the founder is a designer or the products sold are 

design related;
• The start-up has gone through at least one innovative 

product development phase;
• Has collaborated with designers either in house, part time 

or outsource;
• Has five or more employees;
• Has more than ten makers.

2.3. Limitations
In this section some of the challenges while using grounded 
theory are explained. Firstly, the respondents were not com-
fortable with an open ended interview, they asked for more 
specific questions. This is caused due to them being used to 
fully structured interviews from the media. Secondly, some 
respondents felt insecure to discuss their failure openly, it 
took effort to encourage them to open up. To help them share 
their experiences openly, the author focused on putting them 
in a situation where they give advice to fellow entrepreneurs 
during the interview. Thirdly, they communicated out of con-
text information due to the open ended questions. 
And fourthly, interviewing respondents in their workplace 
might be distracting for them and thus leads to their trying to 
finish off the questions rather than be more engaged and open 
to answering.0
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3. Empirical findings Phase I: Design entrepreneurship 
in Cairo

3.1. Entrepreneurship’s perception
According to several references the definition of entrepreneur-
ship and how it is perceived differs. The way entrepreneurs 
define it has also varied depending on their struggles, achieve-
ments and entrepreneurial ecosystem influences. The sample 
interviewed argued; an entrepreneur is a problem solver yet 
due to the ecosystem influences, being an entrepreneur has 
become a fun trend over the past couple of years, thus not all 
entrepreneurs actually solve problems. Alternatively, despite 
this trend, others perceive entrepreneurship as a sustainable 
on going innovative business. In total, entrepreneurship rep-
resents personal values for each entrepreneur, either reflected 
in her/his passion or reason for existence. Furthermore, Cai-
ro is viewed as a community with lots of problems, and as a 
result several opportunities emerge for start-ups. 

3.2. Entrepreneurial education for young designers
Evidently, most of the entrepreneurs tackled the existing en-
trepreneurial education. One of the main struggles is lacking 
know-how in finance and inventory keeping. Due to the fact 
that they are forced to start with a small team, these tasks are 
conducted independently which consequently caused bigger 
problems. Moreover, going through an incubation program 
has helped in various ways, either in terms of know how or in 
terms of seed funding. However, these incubation trainings 
require a lot of time and commitment which makes it harder 
for them to focus on their actual businesses. 0
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Being a designer in Cairo only leads to either of the following 
three options; freelancing, working for an agency or a cor-
porate. Being a freelancer in most cases is not stable income, 
working at an agency or a corporate eliminates the work-life 
balance that some seek. As a result, being an entrepreneur 
would be a preferable choice for some due to the struggles 
faced in each of these options and due to the well positioned 
image of entrepreneurship in Cairo. 
In spite of the above mentioned challenges, some solutions 
are undertaken. Learning by doing, which in most cases could 
be time consuming yet this is due to lack of role models. 
Likewise, some educate themselves and their teams via online 
and offline short courses either paid or for free. And finally, 
since university education is offered during the ages of 18-21 
– where it would be difficult to relate to on ground work for 
some students – it is suggested offer entrepreneurial educa-
tion at an earlier stage, in schools. On the other hand, when 
working practically in the market, being an entrepreneur is to 
be acquired not taught.

3.3. Ecosystem impact
Over the past years the Cairo entrepreneurial ecosystem has 
continued not only to grow inside Cairo but to branch out in 
other governorates including upper Egypt. For the involved 
parties, it is indeed invigorating not only to witness but to 
experience as well. Nonetheless, this ecosystem faces and 
causes several problems. Initially, the parties involved were 
working hard on maintaining the ecosystem and allowing it to 
flourish, however this backfired by creating a trend of becom-
ing an entrepreneur. 0
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Being an entrepreneur is currently perceived as “cool and fan-
cy” rather than hard working. Whereas, the existing ecosys-
tem has established a steadily growing network that continues 
to support opportunities. Meanwhile, more is still expected in 
terms of governmental and legal support. 

4. Empirical findings Phase II: Challenges facing Design 
Entrepreneurs 
Taking the entrepreneurial route as a career path has its pros 
and cons. According to the sample, a lot of stress was experi-
enced in terms of working in teams, collaborating with other 
parties and actually implementing the business. 
The expression of stress can be easily linked to collaborating 
with makers, workshops and designers. The challenges are 
not only linked to communication in terms of understand-
ing one another, but also in terms of being keen on doing the 
assigned tasks and aligning both parties’ objectives together. 
Unfortunately, these parties order their priorities differently 
causing this miscommunication and hence being stressed. 

4.1. Design Entrepreneurs’ General Challenges
After conducting open coding and categorising coding, the 
problems facing the entrepreneurs were visible and hence 
categorised. Firstly, the general challenges that have faced 
them along their journey, some of which have been solved 
and some are still problematic. As per the table below, be-
ing stressed and receiving destructive criticism is a constant 
struggle that they face, however they establish ways to over-
come it (Figure 4). On the other hand, lack of governmental 
support is considered less of a struggle, due to the ease of 0
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finding alternatives to the support needed. Other challenges 
entail managing conflicts, risk, resources and confidentiality.

In the below figure, Atlas.ti helped create a code/document 
table to view the code categories used per interview (Figure 5). 

As viewed below the challenges faced by X4 were more when 
compared to the rest due to the founders’ increased stress lev-
els while collaborating with the makers. 

Figure 4. J. G. Attia, Interpersonal and technical challenges facing design entrepreneurs.

Figure 5. J. G. Attia, Codes - Document Table.
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Furthermore, despite the fact that the co-founder of X2 is a 
graphic and textile designer, her use of design thinking was 
only subconscious not intentional and thus the lowest design 
role. When the entrepreneurial ecosystem was discussed in 
the interviews, X3 showed the lowest categories since he be-
lieves the ecosystem is relevant to his needs. More beneficial 
knowledge is found in focused smaller events than in the ones 
offered by the famous ecosystem. Finally, the interpersonal 
and logistical challenges while collaborating with the makers 
as mentioned in more details in the following sections.

4.2. Makers’ related challenges
Entrepreneurs’ face challenges with manufacturers on dai-
ly basis in logistics, communication and finances. These 
challenges affect their start-ups’ internal efficiency. Initially 
locating the workshops is difficult in Cairo due to the lack of 
documentation, thus the entrepreneurs are forced to either 
consult others or roam the streets looking to locate the work-
shops. Yet when founded, the areas they are located in are 
mostly dangerous for people from different social economi-
cal classes to access. Consequently, fraud and harassment are 
limitations to communicating inside these communities. 
This gap in documentation also negatively affects access to 
materials. Moreover, the manufacturers having limited tech-
nical skills thus limited problem solving skills and not con-
trolling quality causes challenges in the product development 
phases. Evidently, lack of introducing new techniques limits 
the design intervention in terms of solving existing problems 
in the production phase or product development. In terms of 
finance, entrepreneurs struggle with the fact that the more 0
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quantities they order, the higher price they get, thus they 
suffer from the amount of hassle financially and logistically 
they face to produce small quantities. Furthermore, in cases 
of collaborating craftsmen and designers, there is a struggle 
between following a pre-planned design and freestyle. The 
use of freestyle when implementing products is not suitable 
for the entrepreneurs’ business model. Finally, the inter-
viewed entrepreneurs are challenged by innovating more fea-
tures or new product lines due to these challenges, yet they 
act as a motivator to develop their methods. 

4.3. Designers’ related challenges
High turnover of designers could be due to several reasons, 
specially in a frequently changing economic climate in Cai-
ro. However, this study focuses on the human related reasons 
behind conflicts between designers and design entrepreneurs. 
The designers’ related challenges involved lack of flexibility 
in design amendments and adequate skill set thus directly 
affecting the start-ups’ products in terms of delay and quality. 
The entrepreneurs’ set deadlines that are sometimes pushed 
due to the time spent discussing the amendments needed from 
the designers. It is concluded that these discussions lead to 
conflicts that affect the work flow. The designers’ lack of the 
needed skill set or performing tasks slowly causes frustration 
when dealing with the rest of the start-ups’ team. 
Moreover, designers displaying increased ownership towards 
the designs made in progress acts as a constraint from com-
municating amendments. In this sequence, both parties – the 
designer and the design entrepreneur – don’t share the same 
intentions while collaborating. 0
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The designer in this scenario seeks ownership of her/his idea 
and the entrepreneur seeks “getting the job done”. The above 
mentioned challenges cause a behavioral problem when com-
municating with designers thus leading to personal conflicts 
between both parties, consequently leading to a high turnover. 

5. Conclusion
Although the above mentioned challenges seem to cause 
stress, the sample found ways to manage. As per their trial and 
error iterative phases, improvising when collaborating with 
different parties proved to solve problems in a timely manner. 
Nonetheless, generating cultural change in spite of the sur-
rounding continuous destructive criticism proved to be ambi-
tious. Cultural change would be reflected in creating a trend in 
some cases, proving the role of design in change. 
Despite the significant contrast between designers and mak-
ers in terms of education, social economic class and skills set, 
they share some attributes as mentioned in the below figure 
(Figure 4). These results tackle the struggles faced while inter-
acting with the parties involved in the implementation phase 
of the product development process. Whether the interviewed 
sample are working with designers or makers, they struggled 
to find a relevant role model to follow as mentioned above. 
This not only increased their stress levels but also forces them 
to solve each problem in terms of trial and error. 

5.1. Breakdown of challenges
The below map showcases the challenges faced in general by 
design entrepreneurs. The challenges are first categorised 
into interpersonal and technical, these were general findings 0
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from the overall study. However, when further categorising the 
“weak worker’s communication” inside the interpersonal cate-
gories, one finds specific issues. As per the map, the start-ups 
being design start-ups collaborate with designers and makers 
either consecutively or alternatively (Figure 6).

Figure 6. J. G. Attia, Breakdown of challenges faced by design entrepreneurs.0
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According to field research and observations, the design-
ers and the makers in these scenarios have different back-
grounds, designers have university degrees, get distinctively 
higher salaries, on the other hand the makers do not have any 
university education and are paid in lower wages. However, 
similarities in the communication issues took place such as 
flexibility while amending the work, negotiations over sal-
aries and finally not having the required skill set. The latter 
seems to cause the most conflict, since most of the time nei-
ther parties aspire to expand their skills.
These findings allow us to observe that the roles of design-
ers, entrepreneurs and makers are not clearly defined. Not in 
the sense that they do not understand what is expected from 
one another but neither parties understand their own role. 
Provided that these roles are defined, evaluating the salaries 
and wages would be easier. Moreover, theses definitions of 
roles will also inform the parties who is in the authoritative 
position and when. And finally, bridging the educational gap 
either through university education or via trainings is a need 
to smoothen the communication channels.

5.2. Future steps
This study only revealed the underlying obstacles faced by 
design entrepreneurs in the existing ecosystem. It also anal-
yses some similarities when dealing with different types of 
employees. Admittedly, more research is needed to further 
understand the cause of these issues, starting with university 
education. Research might question the methods by which 
young designers are guided into communicating while work-
ing on group projects. 0
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Consequently, investigating the communication barriers 
between makers and designers in terms of implementation 
and establishing authority in the workplace. Moreover, more 
research is needed on the design job opportunities in Cairo 
either inside or outside the entrepreneurial scene. Undoubted-
ly, since the training field is becoming more constructed as an 
integral part of the ecosystem, research on the expected train-
ings makers and designers could attend together to enhance 
their communication on both the technical and interpersonal 
levels. The following bullets summarize the above mentioned 
research into questions:

• What are the communication barriers between designers 
and makers in Cairo’s entrepreneurial ecosystem while in 
the implementation?

• How can authority be managed between the designer and 
the maker in the implementation process within a startup?

• How can designing a workshop for designers and makers 
help them communicate better?

To reciprocate, there is a lot of action taking place in the eco-
system that would go to waste if not constantly documented, 
compared and analyzed for the uprising design generations. 
Understanding the struggles and the failed and successful 
methods of solving them helps create a foundation for design 
entrepreneurship. When this foundation is better established, 
the economic status in Cairo will flourish.
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