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The Abdulla Al Ghurair Foundation for 
Education (AGFE) is dedicated to 
empowering Emirati and Arab youth thrive 
and contribute to the sustainable 
development of their country and region by 
equipping them with relevant skills through 
innovative learning to entrepreneurship 
pathways. This, in addition to the UAE’s 
appetite for innovation and 
entrepreneurship, led AGFE to organize the 
Arab region’s first MIT Innovation Leadership 
Bootcamp in collaboration with the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) 
and the United Arab Emirates University 
(UAEU), represented by its Science and 
Innovation Park (SIP). MIT Bootcamps was 
founded to bring MIT entrepreneurs around 
the world to work with participants and help 
them develop the critical skills required to 
become leaders and drive innovation and 
collaboration in their respective countries. 
The Bootcamps challenge participants to 
collaborate and develop an entrepreneurial 
project that responds to a current issue. 

1 https://www.mitefarab.org/en/impactreport/index#download-report
2 https://www.gemconsortium.org/reports/latest-global-report

The entrepreneurial ecosystems in the Arab 
region have seen signi�cant growth in recent 
years as investors look to capitalize on a young 
and digitally connected population, according 
to a 2020 report by the MIT Enterprise Forum 
Pan Arab Region.1  The report notes that an 
increasing number of economies in the region 
are putting greater e�orts into building 
start-up ecosystems to remain competitive 
regionally and globally. In 2020, the United 

Arab Emirates (UAE) ranked �rst among Arab 
countries in the Arab Entrepreneurship 
Maturity Index and ranked among the top 
globally in Global Entrepreneurship Monitor’s 
National Entrepreneurship Context Index, 
which summarizes the state of an economy’s 
environment for entrepreneurship.2  
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Through the Bootcamps, learners have access 
to the curriculum taught in core 
entrepreneurship classes at MIT. 

From February to April 2021, 120 
high-achieving Emirati and Arab youth aged 
17 to 35 were tasked with designing 
innovative and sustainable ventures to solve 
youth unemployment challenges across the 
Arab region. The Bootcamp’s theme comes at 
a crucial time when the unemployment rate 
for Arab youth is the highest in the world. 
According to the International Labor 
Organization (ILO), the Arab youth 
unemployment rate is almost 23%, compared 
to the global rate of 13.7%. Due to this reality 
and the demographic “youth bulge” in the 
Arab world, both AGFE and UAEU are leading 
independent initiatives to promote 
entrepreneurship and prepare Arab youth for 
emerging labor markets.



The MIT Bootcamp participants were selected 
through a rigorous process with an 18% 
acceptance rate that included an application 
and an interview. Of the 120 participants, 69% 
were women and 76% were Emirati nationals. 
In addition, 70% were active students at top 
universities in the United Arab Emirates, 
including Khalifa University and the United 
Arab Emirates University. The other 30% were 
graduates, of which only 36% were employed 
at the time of the Bootcamp. Participants 
were randomly assigned to one of 22 teams 
which ensured diversity of skills and 
backgrounds among team members.

MIT Innovation Leadership
Bootcamp Participants

MIT faculty Eric von Hippel, Luis Perez-Breva, 
Bill Aulet, and Sanjay Sarma were featured in 
the online learning sessions; the instructors 
and coaches included Vimala Palaniswamy 
and Erdin Beshimov of MIT Bootcamps, 
entrepreneur Marina Hatsopoulos, and 
coaches from across the MIT alumni network.
Over 10 intensive weeks, Bootcamp 

participants joined workshops that taught 
systematic approaches to innovation 
developed by MIT. They tackled modules that 
focused on entrepreneurial creativity, 
customer discovery, problem de�nition, 
problem solving, and venture design. 
Participants received guidance from 15 MIT 
faculty and MIT-trained coaches throughout 
the process.
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On the MIT Bootcamp’s virtual Demo Day, the 22 teams presented their innovations to 12 judges 
from the private and public sector across various industries, and �ve high-level �nal round 
judges.

Esteemed judges in attendance included:

Through AGFE and UAEU's e�orts and their own experience, participants had an 
acute understanding of the youth employment challenge in the region, and it was 
very satisfying to see them approach the challenge through both an empathetic and 
an entrepreneurial lens in their work.

Vimala Palaniswamy, Director  of MIT Bootcamps

The 3 primary goals of the Bootcamp included: 

The participants engaged in a blend of virtual 
learning sessions and in-person team 
meetups, as well as online expert-led sessions 
highlighting employment challenges, labor 
market dynamics, and entrepreneurship 

Learning and applying
data-driven

solutions to innovation

Gaining leadership
skills through

practice

Improving effective
communication 

and collaboration

ecosystems using region-speci�c scenarios. 
This process allowed each team to develop 
innovative solutions which they advanced 
into ventures.

His Excellency Hussain bin Ibrahim Al Hammadi, UAE Minister of Education

His Excellency Zaki Anwar Nusseibeh, Cultural Advisor to the UAE President and the Chancellor
of UAEU

His Excellency Abdul Aziz Al Ghurair, Chairman of the Abdulla Al Ghurair Foundation for Education



The teams developed creative solutions and 
addressed the youth unemployment 
challenge from di�erent angles. The projects 
pitched to the panels included an online 
platform connecting employers with job 
seekers to source solutions for company 
challenges, a skills-building app that allows 
youth to upskill and enhance their 
employability, and start-up ideas linking 
employers with graduates across di�erent 
�elds using data-driven tools. Other projects 
focused on providing technical, legal, and 
managerial support to SMEs to run their 
businesses e�ectively, while another team 
pitched solutions to outsourcing in the Arab 
world. The judges indicated that they were 
impressed with the ideas and emphasized the 
importance of youth really connecting to the 
root of the unemployment problem and 
becoming job creators, as opposed to 
job seekers.

Initiatives Addressing
the Challenge of Youth
Unemployment

The winning project, Mehna, developed by a 
team of six participants, is an online platform 
connecting STEM students in the UAE to 
companies in their industries, with the aim of 
widening professional networks and curbing 
unemployment. Mehna, an Arabic word 
which translates to ‘profession,’ is a platform 
that will create a link between the private 
sector and universities to match students to 
speci�c projects that a company is looking to 
complete. This in turn exposes STEM students 
to real industry issues and potential 
employment opportunities while allowing 
private companies to bene�t from students’ 
involvement. Mehna will be showcased at 
EXPO 2020, along with three other �nalist 
teams.



Findings
Upon the completion of the Bootcamp, AGFE 
conducted a survey, focus group discussion 
(FGD), and interviews with participants to 
capture their experience. The results 
indicated that the MIT Bootcamp had an 
impact on their understanding of 
entrepreneurship and the challenges that 
they were tasked with addressing. 
Furthermore, the Bootcamp shed light on the 
importance of conducting similar workshops 
for youth in the region.

Surveyed participants reported that the 
Bootcamp’s primary goals were met and that 
the experience exceeded their expectations. 
An overwhelming majority (94%) of survey 

respondents felt that the Bootcamp trained 
them to e�ectively identify problems and 
employ systematic approaches to develop 
innovative solutions. A similar percentage 
reported that the Bootcamp allowed them to 
learn leadership through practice.

Lastly, 98% of respondents reported that the 
Bootcamp was highly e�ective in improving 
their communication and team collaboration 
skills. Participants also shared that the 
knowledge and skills learned during the 
Bootcamp would assist them in their future 
careers. 

… I did not know much about entrepreneurship before the Bootcamp. This 
experience has prepared me to start a business venture. Of course, one can still 
develop himself further and learn more about the �eld, but I feel that I now have good 
knowledge of what I need to become a successful entrepreneur.

A biomedical engineer ing student from K halifa University3

During a focus group discussion, participants 
noted that the most challenging part of the 
Bootcamp was developing an extensive 
business proposal using �nancial planning 
and market analysis. The majority of 
participants did not have a background in 
business or entrepreneurship and therefore 
found managing �nancials a complex 
endeavor. They suggested that the �nancial 
components of the modules be introduced 
earlier in the Bootcamp with clear 
expectations so that they would have a 
better understanding of how to best 
approach their solutions and utilize their 
coaches.

The participants also stated that time 
management was an issue for all, especially 
for students who were enrolled in classes at 
the same time. Further, some participants saw 
the youth unemployment challenge, the 
Bootcamp’s theme, as one that should be 
addressed through government policy and 
not through the private sector, but soon saw 
the role entrepreneurial initiatives can play in 
alleviating societal issues.

Participants agreed that the most e�ective 
components of the Bootcamp were the 
problem identi�cation modules, speci�cally 
re�ning the problem statement until it is clear, 
simple, and precise.

3 Student names have not been included to protect privacy.



De�ning the problem, really digging deep as to what the problem is and how we 
should think about solving this problem was a very e�ective start to the Bootcamp.

 An electr ical engineer ing student from K halifa University

The support that they received from their 
coaches was cited as the second most 
e�ective element from the Bootcamp. The 
coaches helped by guiding the participants 
and providing them with honest feedback 
throughout the duration of the Bootcamp. 
Additionally, the participants appreciated the 
role that the coaches played in team 

dynamics by helping them with 
communication strategies for con�ict 
resolution. When asked about working in 
teams, participants emphasized that having 
team members from diverse backgrounds 
was helpful to see di�erent perspectives and 
ways of tackling problems.

A major takeaway from the participants was 
that the MIT Bootcamp deepened their 
knowledge of the region’s challenges and 
improved their understanding of how 
entrepreneurship and innovation can tackle 
these problems. 

Though many are still students, most felt 
empowered to think more critically about the 
role they can play as agents of change in the 
region.

...to empower us as fresh graduates to deal with problems that are as big as youth 
unemployment, that was a big motivational factor – to see what we’re capable of as 
youth and what we’re capable of doing in the future.

A �nance and banking graduate from UAEU



The collaboration between AGFE and 
MIT to bring MIT Bootcamps to the UAE 
has opened the door for new avenues 
and created a desire to continue 
providing similar experiences and 
platforms for youth in the region. Several 
members of the Demo Day judging 
panel expressed interest in hiring 
Bootcamp participants, and some 
attendees from Saudi Arabia expressed 
interest in replicating the MIT Bootcamp 
for their aspiring entrepreneurs. This 
collaborative opportunity has been 
reviewed by the Ministry of Education 
UAE to engage further with the 

bootcamp approach in their 
entrepreneurship curriculum and align it 
with the curriculum that MIT teaches  

Ecosystems in the MENA region are eager 
for an in�ux of innovative entrepreneurs. 
Opportunities such as the MIT Innovation 
Leadership Bootcamp can help equip 
youth with the technical and transferable 
skills that are necessities for a new 
entrepreneur. The time to develop 
regional talent is now!

Conclusion

The success of the MIT Innovation Leadership Bootcamp is a reflection of 
our commitment to addressing youth unemployment in the Arab region 
through various means, including working with leading institutions such 
as MIT and UAEU to develop world-class programs for students.

H.E. Abdul Aziz Al Ghurair , Chair man of AGFE

their �rst-year students.
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Abdulla Al Ghurair Foundation for Education: 
As one of the largest privately funded 
philanthropic foundations in the Arab region, 
AGFE’s mission is to empower Emirati and 
Arab youth to thrive and contribute to the 
sustainable development of the region 
through innovative education solutions and 
authentic partnerships.

United Arab Emirates University: The UAEU, 
with its ‘100 million stars’ initiative, aims to 
train talented youth and support them in 
developing innovative approaches which 
tackle youth unemployment in the Arab 
world, Africa, and South Asia.

MIT Bootcamps are intense week-long 
innovation and leadership programs that 
challenge participants to develop a venture in 
a week. Innovators come from around the 
world to learn from MIT faculty and 
MIT-trained mentors.


