Working and Living in Saudi Arabia
Strategies for Survival and Success
An Introduction for Families
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Program Agenda
•

Cultural Competence: What You Need
to Know to Be Effective

Challenges for Expatriate Families
• Culture Shock
• Return Shock
•

Royal Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

Think SMART

Acquire Basic Knowledge
To learn about Saudi Arabia, one has to think SMART
– what makes this a unique society and how does that
impact non-Saudis.

State and Society
Muslim – Role of Religion
Arab – Language, Culture, History, Community
Rural/Urban – How Cultures Developed
Ties that Bind – Valuing Affiliation

What is Culture ?
The total way of life of a particular
group of people.
“Culture is the collective programming of the mind which
distinguishes the members of one human group from
another.”
Geert Hofstede, 1980

Culture Hides More than it Reveals
Strangely enough, What it hides, it hides most
effectively from its OWN participants
All cultures reflect how people satisfy their basic
biological needs.
As societies emerged over time, they define how to
satisfy these needs and these practices and values
define the culture for that society.

King Abdullah –
Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques

Must deliver results!
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Create Jobs
Broaden Opportunities
Promote Transparency
Deal with Shia minority
Diminish State Ownership & Management
Integrate Women into Workforce
Adjust Mix of Expatriate Labor

Key National Challenges
Transformation
The Saudi economy is undergoing the transformation
required to compete in global economy.

Private Sector Role
Role of the private sector is growing, and government is
pressuring to greatly increase local employment, and citizens
want increased transparency, reduced inefficiencies and
corruption, and spread wealth opportunities.

Demographics
are pushing national labor and Saudization/nitaqat goals.
Women are majority of university graduates and unemployed.
.

Regional Challenges
What to do about Iran and the bomb?
• Long term consequences of response to
Arab uprising for national budget and in
the region
• Competition from other sources of energy
diminishing revenues
• Strategic promotion of regional security
and stability - relations with US, Arab
countries, Israel, Turkey
•

Social Concerns
How to balance status and advancement
issues: protect family, increase opportunities
for family
• Balance of religious authority with popular
participation – Wahhabism
• Need to upgrade educational options to be
competitive – close the gap between
education and employment
• Restructuring of job status – doing what
others are doing for you! Think career.
•

Cultural Values that Shape
Saudi Behaviors
Survival Mentality

Loyalty/Reciprocity

Intention vs Action

Souk Mentality

Conspiracy Theories

Key Beliefs In Islam
•
•
•
•
•
•

God (Allah)
Angels
Prophets
Holy Books
Day of Judgment
Divine Decree

Five Pillars of Islam
1.

Belief on One God – Allah

2.

Prayer 5 times a day

3.

Giving alms – zakat

4.

Fasting during Ramadan

5.

Pilgrimage to Makkah - Hajj

The Koran – The Holy Book
•
•
•
•
•

Spelled many ways: Quran, Qur’an;
it means “the recitation”
It is treated with great respect
Chapters are called suras and verses are
called ayahs
The Quran describes itself as a book of
guidance
The Quran is used along with the hadith
and sunnah to interpret sharia law.
During prayers, the Quran is recited only
in Arabic.

Sunni – Shia
Sunni believe that:
1.

2.

3.

The successor to the
Prophet should be by
election
The roots of Islamic
law were complete by
750 CE
Consensus is the path
to enlightenment and
clarity

Shia believe that:
1.

2.

3.

The successor to the
Prophet should be from his
family
Islamic law is dynamic and
can be added to by
interpretation
A hierarchy of leadership is
essential for reaching the
right understanding

The Arab World

Rural – Tribal
Arab Society
Hierarchical
• Respect religious identity
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Personal pride/reputation
Loyalty to family/clan
Formal/ritualized
Respect the past
Fatalistic towards control
Relationships key
Analogous reasoning
Pride in language/culture

Behavioral Orientation
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Use of references to Allah
(God) in everyday speech
Structure of family roles
Less time-sensitive
Precedence and customs
matter
Shame culture
Sense of “place/status”
“We-they” perspective
Networks are important
Reciprocity acknowledged

Developing New Perspectives
Technical Culture

Characteristic

Traditional Culture

Individual

Center of society

Family, clan, tribe, group

Laws

Rules governing behavior

Relationships - Trust

Rights

Core values

Duties - Expectations

Goal-orientation

Decision-making

Consensus

Passive - Personal

Role of deity

Active - Public

Achievement, What I Am

Personal agenda

Getting Along - Who I Am

Control

Personal need

Recognition, Status

Guilt

Sense of accountability

Shame, Face-Saving

Action

Work ethic

Intention

Building Relations with Gulf Arabs
Learn: about their history, religion, social ties
Reassure: provide support, respect, goodwill
Provide: info on self, family, and your past
Respond: responsiveness to their concerns
Know: something about your own history in the region
Invest: Take time to introduce yourself, “drink tea”
Liaison: Connect with community and others
Ask: About their families, history, challenges
Relate: Politics and religion are not off-limits if respectful

Stereotypes of Westerners
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Confident
Boastful
Arrogant
Hardworking
Not Religious/Immoral
Greedy
No Family Ties
Wasteful
Always in a hurry
Anti-Arab and Anti-Muslim

Challenges for Expatriate Families
Living in Saudi Arabia
• In transition, preparation, packing, arrival
• Diversity of population in Jubail
• Impact of Islam (e.g. Prayer Time Closures,
Mutawa, Ramadan)
• Traffic
• Entertainment and Recreation
• Lack of freedom (Social and Religious)
• Limited availability of goods and services

Challenges for Expatriate Families
•
•
•
•
•

Attitudes of local/other expatriates
Issues of style/presentation, e.g., dress
for male/female/adult/children
Language, humor, verbal/non-verbal
behavior
Interpersonal cues
Shopping and public graces

Challenges for Expatriate Families (cont.)
•
•
•
•
•
•

Safety issues
Security
Climate
Ramadan
Banking
Time differences

Do’s and Don’ts for the Successful
Expatriate in Arabia
•

At all times, remember that you are a guest in their house;
expatriates are literally the hired help, working for a limited
period of time to get a job done. Don’t expect special treatment
because of your nationality, religion, affiliations, or other
considerations. They expect you to work as the expert you are
and not cause discomfort to the locals or your employer.

•

Dress modestly at all times in public. No shorts on the job.
Short sleeve or polo shirts and slacks usually; tee shirts, if you
must, for extended outdoor work. Wear a tie for meetings.

Do’s and Don’ts for the Successful
Expatriate in Arabia
•

Women should not draw attention to themselves by the way
they dress. To be safe, wear an abaya, the black wrap-around
which covers anything else you have on and keeps away
unwanted attention. No shorts except in the privacy of home
or a non-Muslim compound.

•

No public consumption or use of alcoholic beverages, illegal
drugs, or pornography.

Do’s and Don’ts for the Successful
Expatriate in Arabia
•

Remember that their sense of time and accountability are
somewhat different from yours: less specific, reflects their
outlook on life.

•

Saudi Arabia is a low-risk, shame-avoidance culture. Don’t
create or encourage embarrassing situations, even with
non-Arabs.

•

Remember there are different social rules for you and for
the locals. You are the foreigners, the one who is different,
not the Saudi Arabians.

Do’s and Don’ts for the Successful
Expatriate in Arabia
•

Learn some Arabic: greetings, forms of address, how to
bargain; it’s not too difficult. Watch your language - no
cursing or swearing; avoid the use of too much slang.
Remember that their verbal skills in English are often better
than their reading and writing skills.

•

Watch non-verbal behaviors - yours and theirs. Don’t point
at a person when talking with them; they tend to have closer
physical proximity than Americans; watch tone of voice.

Do’s and Don’ts for the Successful
Expatriate in Arabia
•

Know the basic information on Islam, their religion.
As Muslims, followers of Islam, they adhere to the
Five Pillars: belief in one God (Allah), prayer five
times a day, fasting during Ramadan, pilgrimage
(hajj) during one’s lifetime, and paying alms.
Understand how these impact your work and social
life. Remember that the Muslim weekend is
Thursday-Friday.

•

Learn how to manage conflicts by using
intermediaries and respected leaders.

Do’s and Don’ts for the Successful
Expatriate in Arabia
•

Do not personalize conflicts with the “system”
whether it is lousy drivers, work not done on time,
missed appointments, pushing in lines, or other
annoyances. Everybody has the same problems; it’s
not just you. Know something about the countries,
current events, US policy in the region.

Give Arabic a Try…
Salaamu Alaykum – Formal Hello
R: Wa alaykum assalaam
Marhaba – hello
Keef Hallek/Keef Halleek? How are you? M/F
Alhamdullilah - Thank God
Insha’allah - God Willing
Ma’alish - It Doesn’t Matter
Shukran - Thank You
Is me ____ - My Name is _______
Minfadlik - Please
Naaem - Yes
Lah - No
Mumtaz – Good, excellent

Definition of Culture Shock
Culture shock is a psychological disorientation that
occurs when people have prolonged exposure to new
and ambiguous cultural norms. Culture shock does not
usually result from a single incident; rather, it is a result
of the cumulative exposure to unfamiliar settings, ways
of acting, thinking, and valuing.

Causes of Culture Shock
• Language barriers (reduce one to infantile gesturing
and dependency on others)
• Support systems missing (and new ones may be
perceived as inadequate)
• Values conflicts and values self-searching
• Ambiguities and uncertainties of your situation
• Communications disorientation: all the myriad cues and
hints that prompt meaning can neither be projected nor
received
• Differences in habits, procedures, architecture, food,
etc., become overwhelming

THE CULTURE-SHOCKED EXPATRIATE
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT
Stress-producing differences in the everyday
life of the expat that causes culture shock

Physical Differences
Water, Food, Toilets,
Shops, Homes, Streets,
Flora, Fauna, Bugs, etc.

Sensory Differences
Sights, Sounds, Smells,
Tastes, Climate, Health,
Fatigue, Hygiene, etc.

Cultural Differences
Customs, Habits,
Beliefs, Traditions,
Attitudes, Language,
Human Behavior,
Religion, Gestures

THE CULTURE-SHOCKED EXPAT
Stress, Anxiety, Frustration, Disequilibrium, Disorientation
Psychological Symptoms
Absent-mindedness, terrible longing for familiar things,
excessive drinking, excessive fear of food/water/hygiene,
feelings of dependence and helplessness, excessive
fatigue, undue concern over minor aches and pains

REACTIONS
FIGHT OR FLIGHT
Rejection, Regression,
Anger, Hostility, Dismay,
Disapproval, Disgust,
“Shock”

CULTURAL EMPATHY
Optimism, Humor,
Empathy, Tolerance,
Curiosity, Acceptance,
Cross-Cultural Contact

“GOES NATIVE”
Falls in love with local
culture, adapts to local
lifestyle, gives up
allegiance to own culture

The Encapsulator
Adjusts to expat culture.
Encapsulates self in
“culture bubble” (in Little
America). Minimum
contact with local
culture.

The Cosmopolitan
Adjusts to BOTH expat
and local cultures. Has
foot in both worlds.
About equal contact with
expat and local cultures.

The Absconder
Adjusts to local culture.
Minimum contact with
expat culture. Maximum
contact with local
culture.

(Most Common)

(Makes most successful
cultural adjustment)

(Most Rare)

Source: J. Craig (1979) Culture Shock

Reasons for Failure
20% - 40% of all expatriates end their assignments prematurely
and return home early. What do you think are the leading reasons
for failure of an expatriate assignment? Rank the list below...
____

A. Inability of the assignee’s spouse to adjust to a different
physical or cultural environment

____ B. The assignee’s inability to adapt to a different physical or cultural environment
____ C. Other family-related problems
____ D. The assignee’s personality or emotional immaturity
____ E. The assignee’s inability to cope with responsibilities posed by overseas work
____ F. The assignee’s lack of technical competence
____ G. The assignee’s lack of motivation to work overseas

Adaptation Cycle
(2-year Assignment)

I
II
III
IV
V

S O U R C E : R o b e rt K o h ls, P h .D . - S u rvival K it fo r O ve rse as L ivin g: In te rcu ltu ral P re ss

Initial Euphoria
Culture Shock
Adaptation
Alienation
Readaptation

Symptoms Of Culture Shock
1. Work declines in quality
2. Unsuccessful performance of basic daily tasks
3. Absent-minded, far-away stare
4. Use of alcohol/drugs
5. Mild psychosomatic disorders
6. Excessive washing of hands

Symptoms Of Culture Shock (cont.)
7. Fear of physical contact with anyone in host country
8. Health and safety are over-stressed
9. Over-concern about cleanliness of food, bedding
and dishes
10. Great concern over minor pains and skin eruptions
11. Pejorative slang terms are incorporated into
vocabulary
12. .“Home cooking” is craved

Strategies for Coping with Culture Shock
•
•
•
•
•
•

Allow time to settle in
Watch your consumption of alcohol
Learn the language
Visit the local community
Keep a diary and write letters, e-mails home
Create a new support system

Some Useful Resources
www.sustg.org
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01rwgpr
documentary from the BBC
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lq6bB3NTZbE
http://www.dailymotion.com/video/xzt2nh_inside-thesaudi-kingdom-bbc_shortfilms
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-14703523

