

[image: cover]










[image: images]















[image: icon]





TABLE OF CONTENTS


INTRODUCTION


❏ SECTION 1: UNDERSTANDING CULTURE


A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO CULTURE


Stereotypes and generalisations


TRADITIONAL SAUDI CORE CULTURAL VALUES


Islamic values


Family


Honour, reputation and respect


Loyalty


Courtesy


Respect


Hospitality and generosity


Insh’allah


Arabic language


❏ SECTION 2: UNDERSTANDING SAUDI ARABIA


INTRODUCTION TO THE KINGDOM OF SAUDI ARABIA


The Royal Family


Brief History


Line of Succession - Agnatic Seniority


Current King


Crown Prince and Deputy Crown Prince


Brief Political Overview


Absolute Monarchy


Shari’a law


Consultative Assembly - Shoura


Global organisation memberships


Regional geopolitics


Stability and reform issues


Geography


Middle East


GCC


The Levant and Egypt


Saudi Arabia and its Regions


Major Cities


Economic basics


Overview and current realities


Economic reforms


Saudi Vision 2030


Expansion of entertainment opportunities


Expansion of tourism opportunities


Saudi Seasons initiative


Special Economic Cities


NEOM


Public and private sector attractions


Saudisation (nitaqat)


Population Demographics


Saudis and Expatriates


Language


OTHER BASICS


Capital City


Date, Time and Time Zone


Work week


Traditional working hours


Weather


Electricity


Money


Telephone country code and dialling codes


Emergency and other service numbers


Internet code


Driving


❏ SECTION 3: UNDERSTANDING ISLAM IN SAUDI ARABIA


UNDERSTANDING ISLAM IN SAUDI ARABIA


The fundamentals


The five pillars of Islam


Background and demographics


Sunnis and Shi’a


Salafis


Significance of Mecca and Medina


The impact of Islam and other religions on everyday life in Saudi Arabia


Understanding religious expectations and restrictions


Islamic items you may find in your hotel room


Attitude to other religions and no religion


Apostasy and proselytising


Islamic and cultural taboos - halal and haram


Pork


Other meat and poultry


Alcohol


The left hand


The soles of your feet


Pornography


Other inappropriate images


Public displays of affection


Dogs


Gambling and lotteries


Gold, silk and diamonds for men


Visiting mosques if not Muslim


Travel to Mecca and Medina for non-Muslims


Non-Muslim religious symbols in Saudi Arabia


Capital and corporal punishment


Prayer times


Expectations and behaviour


Prayer times and business


Ramadan


Expectations and behaviour


Ramadan and business


The Islamic calendar


Definition and how it works


Important Islamic dates and holidays


Other important dates


❏ SECTION 4: PREPARING FOR TRAVEL TO SAUDI ARABIA


HUMAN RESOURCES AND DIVERSITY ISSUES


Practical considerations for employers


Age


Gender


Religion


Nationality


Visible diversity


Practical considerations for employees considering business travel to Saudi Arabia


Additional considerations for employees considering an assignment in Saudi Arabia


Partnerships


Children


Health issues


BASIC TRAVEL PREPARATION FOR ALL TRAVELLERS TO SAUDI ARABIA


Getting ready


Health and jabs


The weather


What not to pack


Toilets, tampons and tummy troubles


Money


The Saudi riyal


Travellers cheques


ATMs


Acceptance of bank cards


Bureaux de change


Personal communication and technology


Laptops, data storage and personal entertainment devices


Mobile phones and smart phones


Internet access


Monitoring communications


Mains terminators/electrical plugs


Surge protectors


Your passport


Choosing a flight


Who should I fly with to and from Saudi Arabia?


Flights within Saudi Arabia


Are there any times I shouldn’t go to Saudi Arabia?


PREPARING TO TRAVEL SHORT TERM TO SAUDI ARABIA


Obtaining a visa


Visa types


Work related visa types for short term visitors


Visit visas


Commercial visa


Short term working business visa


Eligibility practicalities


The visa application process


Time and timing


Work visa


Non-work related short term visa types


Hajj visa


Umrah visa


Family visit visa


Tourist visa


Flight options


Buying an abaya for a woman’s first visit to Saudi Arabia


Upon arrival – setting expectations


In the immigration hall


At the passport control desk


Iris and fingerprint


Internal identification number


Exiting the airport


In the arrivals hall


Transport from the airport


Self drive the basics


Meet and greet services


Accommodation


Hotels


Short stays on Western expatriate compounds


❏ SECTION 5: PREPARING FOR DAILY LIVING IN SAUDI ARABIA


PREPARING TO TRAVEL FOR RESIDENCY IN SAUDI ARABIA


Understanding the sponsorship (kafala) system


Eligibility practicalities for a residency visa


Medical certificate


Negotiating a deal for becoming resident in Saudi Arabia


Considerations on what to negotiate in your labour contract


Obtaining a residency visa


Working visa types


Work visa


Residency visa – ‘iqama’


Exit/Re-Entry Visa


Final Exit Visa


Diplomatic Visa


Non working visa types


Family residency visa


Family visit visa


ACCOMMODATION


Residency options


Extended stay hotels and serviced apartments


Compounds


Open market housing


Styles of housing


Choosing and securing a compound property


Popular compounds for Western expatriates


Commuting between Bahrain and the Eastern Province


SETTING UP HOME


Utilities


Drinking water


Setting up home


Small household furnishings


Large household furnishings


Some places to buy household goods


Large Electrical Goods


Communication and technology


Purchasing a mobile phone


The internet


Television


Video games


Postal system


Online shopping


Banned items


List of prohibited items


SCHOOLS


Introduction


General information


Public schools in Saudi Arabia


Private education


Expatriate education


A selection of private and international schools


HEALTH CARE


Introduction


General information


Health dangers


The Saudi health care system


Hospitals


Ambulance


Dentists


Eye doctors


Chemists


Importing medicines


DAILY LIVING BASICS


Banking


Salaries and taxes


Food shopping


Household help


Ground transport


Driving


Drivers


Taxis


Public transport


Future options


THINGS TO DO


Dining out


Dining in/home delivery


Shopping


Everyday shopping


What to expect


Opening hours


Prayer times


Customer service expectations


Shopping malls and major shopping districts


Souvenirs and gifts


Shopping and transport


Sport


Cinema


Exploring Saudi Arabia


In and around Riyadh


In and around Jeddah


Around the Eastern Province


Further afield


UNESCO World Heritage Sites


What you will not find in Saudi Arabia


SAFETY AND SECURITY


Assessing your personal safety and security requirements


Issues most people worry about


Political crime


Threat of terrorism


War and military conflict


General political stability


What you can do


Other crime


Violent crime


Personal safety issues


Corporal and capital punishment


Coming from a Western country/Western culture


Data protection


Cybercrime


What you can do


Issues to take into consideration


The effects of the sun


The effects of temperatures reaching up to 50C


Road traffic


Zero tolerance for alcohol


Zero tolerance for drug abuse


Other social cautions


Sexuality issues


Dealing with uncomfortable public behaviour


Rude or obscene comments and gestures


Queue jumping


Smoking


WOMEN’S DAILY LIVING ISSUES IN SAUDI ARABIA


The dress code – realities and practicalities


Women’s clothing terms


Hijab


Abaya


Women’s headscarves – tarha, boshya


Niqab


Buying an abaya and headscarf in Saudi Arabia


Wearing the abaya and headscarf


Abaya styles


Under the abaya


Weather considerations


Businesswomen and the abaya


Headscarves


Footwear


Places where wearing an abaya is not necessary


Male guardian - mahram


Definition


In public


THE DRESS CODE FOR MEN


The dress code – where men begin


Men’s clothing terms


Hijab


Traditional Saudi men’s clothing


Thobe/thawb


Keffiyah/shemagh


Ghutra


Agal


Taqiyah


Bisht


Western men and traditional Saudi clothing


Buying male Islamic clothing in Saudi Arabia


Realistic clothing choices for Western men


At work


At leisure


Clothing and exercise


Footwear


Weather considerations


What men should avoid wearing


Male dress code during Ramadan


Tattoos and piercings


Places where the male dress code is relaxed


MIXED GENDERS AND PRACTICAL ETIQUETTE


Gender and etiquette


Gender segregation


The work environment


Out in public


Etiquette between men and women


Offices and closed doors


Back seat of taxis/vehicles with professional drivers


Lift etiquette


Right of way


Eye contact


Touch


Personal space


Level of friendliness


❏ SECTION 6: COMMUNICATION AND LANGUAGE IN SAUDI ARABIA


LANGUAGE


English language


Arabic language


Use


Basic characteristics


The Arabic alphabet and numbers


Advice


Some survival Arabic


STYLE


Directness


Content and context


‘Yes culture’


Not saying ‘no’


Silence


Speaking and listening


Humour


NON VERBAL COMMUNICATION


Eye contact


Personal space


Touch


Hand holding


Hand gestures


Non-verbal noises


The left hand


The soles of your feet


SMALL TALK


COMMUNCATION CHOICES


Face to face


The telephone


Emails


Other technology


COMMON COMMUNCATION CONFLICT POINTS


❏ SECTION 7: DOING BUSINESS SUCCESSFULLY IN SAUDI ARABIA


CORE CULTURAL VALUES IN THE BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT


Overview


Motivations at work


Face


The business of relationships


Trust


Fatalism


Individualism and situationalism


HIERARCHY AND STATUS


Nationality


Probable expectations at work


Other hierarchy and status factors


Expectations and challenges


ATTITUDES TO WESTERNERS


General attitudes to Westerners


General attitudes to business women


Attitudes toward Western business women


GENERAL SAUDI BUSINESS STRUCTURE


Introduction


Saudi sponsorship


Finding a Saudi business partner


Contracts and legal documents


Some common differences between Saudi and Western offices


SAUDISATION - NITAQAT


Introduction


Employment demographics


The basics


Promotion of Saudi nationals


Saudi minimum wage


Hafiz unemployment benefits programme


Liqaat programme


Nitaqat categories


Some additional nitaqat changes 301


Impact on Saudi based businesses


Impact on expatriate residents


The challenges


Government vs private sector


Salary expectations


Absenteeism and commitment


Education 


Gender


Attitude


Difficulty terminating employment


Further information


TIME


The basics


Work week


Impact of the Islamic calendar


Rhythm of business


General attitudes to time


Managing time


Time etiquette


MEETINGS


Purpose


Structure


Appointments


Agendas


Behaviour


Meeting and greeting


Business cards


How Saudi names work


Seating plan


Rhythm


The welcome


Importance of small talk


The main event


Note taking


Ending a meeting


Follow-up expectations


PRESENTATIONS


Purpose


Style and content


Expectations of the presenter


Expectations of the audience


Other behaviour expectations


TRAINING


Purpose


Planning


Style and content


Learning styles


Recognising achievement


NEGOTIATING


Style


Cautions


CONFLICT RESOLUTION


Style


Cautions


DECISION MAKING


Understanding motivations


Identifying the real decision maker


Before and after the decision


HOSTING PUBLIC EVENTS


Ideas


Style


Considerations


Return on investment


SALES AND MARKETING CONSIDERATIONS


Sales hints and tips


Marketing hints and tips


Other challenges


MANAGING EXPECTATIONS


In Saudi Arabia


Back home


BUSINESS AND SOCIALISING


Gift giving


What is a gift?


What to do when offered a genuine gift


Gift etiquette, ideas and cautions


Business dinners


An invitation to someone’s home in Saudi Arabia


Hosting a meal


Hosting Saudis abroad in your home country


SUMMARY OF DO’S AND DON’TS


Saudi religious and political issues


Saudi social and everyday issues


FOUR KEY WORDS


ADDITIONAL INFORMATION AND REFERENCES


INDEX


COPYRIGHT






[image: icon]





INTRODUCTION


Author’s note, second edition: The first edition of ‘Working and Living in Saudi Arabia’ was published In April 2017, when many changes In Saudi Arabia were just beginning. People who visited the Kingdom even just a couple of years prior would be forgiven if they assumed these changes were more conversation than action. They would have been wrong. While may changes were already starting, what has happened since 2017 (so far) has been nothing short of astonishing.


This edition brings the reader up to date to early 2020, just before the Covid-19 pandemic took hold. Saudi Arabia, like most other countries, have implemented policies that impact business and everyday life. At the time of publication, these policies continue to change. It is beyond the scope of this book to provide Covid-19 related information. The author strongly recommends the reader consults reliable sources for any Saudi-specific Covid-19 policies that may impact them.


This table provides a brief listing of these changes. More detail is found on how they impact the expatriate resident and business visitor throughout the relevant sections of this edition.















	

Key changes




	

Women are allowed to drive, same as men


Women can now cycle for recreation and transport


No problem for unrelated men and women to travel together in most vehicles


Cinemas open


Live music (but performers are mostly men so far)


Visa gender parity


E-visas for tourists from 49 countries


Impact of the Qatar embargo


Elevation of MBS to Crown Prince – but he is not the King









	

Key partial changes




	

Some further situational relaxation of the dress code for men and women


Muttaween mostly gone from public life


Mahram mostly no longer needed









	

	

Gender segregation rapidly disappearing in public places, eg restaurants, but regional differences


St Valentine’s Day not officially named but shops and restaurants displaying symbols, eg red and white heart shaped balloons, red lingerie prominently displayed in shop windows, etc in some of the more progressive areas in the Kingdom


Photography much more relaxed in public


Impact of Saudi Vision 2030 and nitaqat programmes


Increased bureaucracy for work related visas


More relaxed attitude toward behaviour during prayer times









	

Key things that have not changed




	

Still an absolute monarchy


No human rights recognisable to most Westerners


No legal alcohol


No Israeli stamps or other evidence of travel to Israel


No tolerance for sexuality issues beyond heterosexual marriage


No public displays of affection across genders


Venues still close during each prayer time












As organisations continue to globalise, many are looking to expand in the Middle East in general and in Saudi Arabia in particular. Saudi Arabia is promoting the growth and diversification of business opportunities beyond oil, and is welcoming more business travellers than ever before, including significant numbers of businesswomen.


Although expatriates have been living and working in Saudi Arabia for decades, many potential expatriates have a skewed and often negative view of the Kingdom. These negative views are not helped by mass media, who often portray the Kingdom through stories of social or religious oppression, relieved only occasionally by an article about the oil business.


There are only a limited number of publications and other resources available about the country. Few of these go beyond someone’s personal experience with Saudi Arabia that is of little practical use for business travellers. This is particularly true of many blogs written by expatriates who may spend little time in Saudi Arabia outside of the expat bubble of their compound, other than occasionally venturing to restaurants and shopping malls.


Others have researched information that is now out of date and no longer accurate. Yet others may have a specific political or social agenda.


This book is written to be a practical and cultural guide for all business travellers and expatriates, with an additional emphasis on issues important to businesswomen. In this regard, it is a departure from publications written only to assist women who are living in Saudi Arabia as dependents known in the expatriate world as trailing spouses.


It is also intended to dispel inaccurate information and to remove the fear factor that can be found in many other publications, especially blogs and ‘sensationalist’ biographical works.


In addition to practical information about living in the Kingdom, the book also addresses hard core business issues on a number of levels that will have a practical impact on doing business successfully throughout the region. Working and living in Saudi Arabia can be very different even for people who have experience working or living elsewhere in the Gulf countries.


It is also important to recognise that Saudi Arabia is continuing to go through a period of rapid change. This has come about for a number of reasons. They include the impact of King Salman as well as the very important impact of his son, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman. A young generation that is much more globally aware thanks to the internet, social media and other technological revolutions also has a profound impact on the future of the Kingdom. Finally, improved educational standards that are beginning to reach a wider population, especially Saudi women, is projected to have the potential to shape the future in ways that are not yet obvious.


There is no real way to openly and honestly describe some of the real challenges expats often find when working or living in Saudi Arabia without discussing issues that may be very sensitive or sometimes interpreted as negative or even insulting to some Saudis and perhaps some other people as well. It is not the intention of the author to cause offence. However, with a lot of consideration, the author has also taken the decision not to avoid sensitive topics, but to address them as objectively and as usefully as possible for a global audience. The priority is to inform, with the best of intentions, but understanding that to some, it comes at the possible cost of touching sensitive nerves. The author hopes that the audience understands this, and hopes that those who might feel negative accepts the wider purpose of educating, in spite of difficult subject matter.


There is some repetition in this book. As the author recognises that many readers may read this book out of sequence, the repetition may be intentional so that readers do not miss important points.


NB: All Arabic words have been transliterated into English. It is important to note that transliteration between the two alphabets is an inexact exercise. It is common to find multiple spellings and pronunciations of the same words in both languages.
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SECTION 1


UNDERSTANDING CULTURE
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A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO CULTURE


Culture


Defining culture is not an easy task. We think we know what it is, but often find it difficult to articulate: it’s ‘how we do things around here’. For the purpose of this book, we will define culture as a set of typical beliefs, values and behaviour that defines one group of people from another. Culture includes traditions and eccentricities. People belong to many cultures throughout their life, including family, religion, nationality, and outside cultural influences such as the workplace.


It is important to recognise that any study of culture will almost certainly include judgments and opinions of the cultures being discussed. Cultural theorists point out that most people see another culture through a ‘cultural lens’ i. e. their own set of values and beliefs, often applying what they believe to be right and wrong to the new culture. Whilst it may be useful to try to understand another culture by comparing it to what a person already knows, it can also lead to misunderstandings.


By exploring the differences between stereotypes and generalisations, we set the stage for minimising these misunderstandings.


Stereotypes


Stereotypes are a fixed set of assumptions about a group of people. The person may believe that specific characteristics apply to all people within this group. Stereotypes are often verbalised by using phrases such as ‘All xxxx are yyyy’ or ‘you know what xxxx are like’. It is a simplified and inaccurate view that is applied to an entire group of people without regard to individual variation.


Generalisations


Generalisations are a set of characteristics that often apply to many members of a group. However, it is not assumed that all members of the group will share the characteristics of the group. Generalisations are often verbalised by using phrases such as ‘xxxx are often yyyy’ or ‘many xxxx might believe that yyyy’. It recognises the frequency of a characteristic without making the assumption than all individuals within that group share that characteristic.


As a business professional working with people from Saudi Arabia, it is important to keep these concepts in mind. You may find that your preconceived notion about someone or something in Saudi Arabia is far off the mark. You may also find that, at least once in a while, you encounter someone who is an exception to the particular characteristics shared by most of a group.


For example, many people in the West hold the stereotype that women in Saudi Arabia are uneducated, oppressed and forbidden to work outside the home. Whilst some Saudi women may come from families that expect her to behave in a certain manner, there are plenty of other Saudi women who are returning to the Kingdom with an honours degree from a university abroad, then establishing and running her own business. In fact, at the time of publication, Saudi women make up 60% of all university students. And although women currently make up only 22% (up from 16% in 2016) of the labour market, these numbers have grown exponentially since 2011 and are projected to continue to grow as the country continues to implement educational and employment reforms, especially for women. These reforms are supported from the Kingdom’s Saudi Vision 2030 programme announced by the Crown Prince In April 2016 and recognise the need to include women in the overall success of the Kingdom.


It is suggested that the concepts of stereotypes and generalisations are considered throughout this book. Whilst every attempt has been made to portray an accurate and objective description of all topics raised, it is impossible to avoid presenting some points of view that may be disputed by some readers.
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TRADITIONAL SAUDI CORE CULTURAL VALUES


Islam


Islam is much more than belief in a particular religion. It is a way of life. It is also a moral code that is expected to be adhered to by believers, especially in Saudi Arabia.


The interpretation of Islam’s moral code in Saudi Arabia is much stricter than in other countries. This is due to the dominant belief system within a specific sect of Islam that became prominent in the 18th Century in what is now Saudi Arabia. This is described in greater detail in the Salafis Section on Islam found later in this book.


Of course, as in any group of people, some adherents are more committed than others to follow the rules in practice. However, in Saudi Arabia, the expectation is to live an exemplary life as per the beliefs, teachings and behaviours of the faith. This has been traditionally enforced by authority figures in the Kingdom, including by the muttaween, also known as the muttawa, or religious police.


Family


Family obligations are of the utmost importance to Muslims. Family is more important than work. Family obligations will often be the reason why someone doesn’t meet you on time or cancels your appointment at the last minute.


Family includes members far beyond the Western definition of a nuclear family. It includes the entire extended family, including grandparents, uncles and aunts, cousins, and sometimes non-relatives who have earned a place as an honorary family member. Family can also mean a wider group of people in certain contexts, including tribes, people from the same ancestral village, or specific religious sects.


There is a well defined hierarchy within a Muslim family. Traditionally, men have more status than women. Men are expected to shoulder the responsibilities of the family in public; the woman is responsible for the well-being of the family and the family’s private needs. In this regard, her powers are substantial.


Historically, these are no different than many family values found in most Western Christian communities, at least until very recently. However, this is changing in many parts of Saudi society, with women venturing out into the world of work and other public arenas in growing numbers. It’s also why the Westerner can still observe separate treatment of women in public, both good and not so good. For example, women-only queues in places that vary from government buildings to a shopping mall food court are designed to treat women out in public with special respect. Some of these gender segregated queues have disappeared recently as gender mixing has become more acceptable, at least in some environments.


Marital status is important, as is parenthood. Both genders are considered to have obtained a higher social status once they have married. It is expected that all Muslims will marry, regardless of personal or lifestyle preference.


Gay and lesbian Muslims are expected to marry and live an outwardly heterosexual lifestyle. In fact, many people in Saudi Arabia may ignore or even deny that there are any homosexuals amongst their family or their wider community. Homosexual practices are illegal in Saudi Arabia with potentially very serious punishments if discovered. The concepts of transgender and other gender identities remain alien to most Saudis and are unlikely even to be acknowledged.


Young adults who are still single will almost always remain with their family until they wed. Cohabitation before marriage is unheard of in Saudi Arabia and is in fact also illegal, including for foreigners living in the Kingdom.


Parents have a higher status than childless couples. Sons are generally valued more than daughters. It is not unusual to see families with several older girls and one young boy.


Children born out of wedlock remain a strong taboo, in part because it complicates the family hierarchy. It would be considered shameful for the family, and thus a topic to be avoided at all costs.


In addition, most Saudis struggle with the concept of adoption. This is in part because bloodlines are valued so strongly, but also because inheritance and other social laws do not always apply to adoptees in the same manner as for other children.


Age also has more status than youth. It is refreshing for older expats to receive a bit more respect simply due to their age. The author has also observed more than one expatriate man deciding to grow his greying beard when working in the region.


Do not be surprised if someone from Saudi Arabia occasionally asks you rather personal questions about your own family. From their perspective, it is not being rude. They are simply trying to work out where you fit in the hierarchy. They may also make some comments that would be considered judgmental in the West, although they are not meant to be harmful. Single people will often be pitied past a certain age if they are not married. Married but childless people past a certain age will be asked if they are going to have children soon. People with sons in particular will be praised for their good fortune.


For those who are not married or do not have children, or do not live a conventional lifestyle as would be expected by most Saudis, it is advised that you steer conversations toward other family members to show that you have strong family values. A nephew, sibling or an elderly grandparent are all safe options.


Honour


Personal and family reputation is very important. Throughout the Middle East, including Saudi Arabia, the action of an individual reflects not only on themselves but on their family. Men and women are expected to act in an honourable manner at all times, especially in public, to preserve the good reputation of their family.


There is a high motivation to avoid losing face, as it can sometimes lead to compromising one’s honour. Try not to tease or embarrass anyone, even if it is only meant to be in the spirit of good humour. There is no doubt that many people in Saudi Arabia do have a good sense of humour. However, it’s better to get to know someone first before using humour, especially sarcasm or irony.


Traditionally, your word and your handshake represent your honour. Many people in Saudi Arabia still subscribe to this practice with people they know well and trust, although written agreements are now common throughout the region as well. It remains prudent for business professionals to be very careful of what they say, even if it is only a casual or throwaway remark. Chances are good that your Saudi counterpart will remember your comment and expect you to honour it, even without a handshake, even after much time has passed.


Family honour is held to an even higher standard by the women of the family, and will be protected at all costs, sometimes even to an extreme degree. This is particularly relevant surrounding issues of sexuality.


Male business professionals should always keep this in mind whenever they are interacting with a Saudi or other Muslim woman. In today’s business environment, many young Saudi women are the first female members of their family working outside the home. In general, men are safe by simply following the woman’s lead, as she will not violate her own boundaries of honourable behaviour.


Western men in particular should avoid putting a Muslim woman in a situation where they are alone, even in an office environment. Try to ensure someone else is always nearby. Keep the office door open. Western women will find that very religious Muslim men may not shake their hand and may also avoid being alone with them.


The Western business professional should also be careful not to engage in any behaviour that could be interpreted as too familiar, including risqué or overly friendly remarks. This includes complimenting a woman’s appearance or anything else that draws attention to her physicality. Off colour jokes or anything that could be interpreted as containing sexual content are completely out of bounds.


Loyalty


There is a code of loyalty amongst Saudis that exists in both social and business environments that will impact the expatriate business professional. In the business world, there is much more loyalty within and amongst organisations than is found in the West, including long tenure by employees and companies doing business with other companies simply because they have traded for many years.


This is particularly true in well established business relationships with Westerners, where trust has been earned and loyalty expected as a result. Your local business partner may expect you to provide them with information or business practices that could be seen as unfair advantages in the West. However, from the perspective of your Saudi colleague, the expectation is simply natural amongst loyal business partners.


As a business professional, you may still encounter a residual expectation of exclusivity in some partnership agreements. The demands of the modern business environment have moved on from exclusive relationships, but do not be surprised if your business partners expect you to remain loyal to them even if you are adding new partnerships in the region.


Courtesy


Courtesy is valued in Islam. There are formal greetings and replies that are repeated by Muslims whenever they meet, including Saudi Arabia, which reflect the nature of their relationship and their position within social hierarchies.


The non-Muslim business professional is not expected to know the intricacies of these greetings, although learning how to say hello and thank you in Arabic is appreciated. Saudi colleagues should always be acknowledged upon meeting them, even if you just saw them a few hours ago. Failure to greet each and every time is considered rude.


It is also important to remain courteous at all times, even if you become frustrated by circumstances. Confrontational behaviour, arguments and shouting are considered to be rude, and will cause someone to lose status and face, including Westerners. Therefore it is very important to control your reaction at all times, even if you would not do so in the West. Patience, patience, patience.


Respect


Islam values tolerance and respect for others. Attitudes and behaviour should be respectful at all times to both family (in its broadest sense) and others. However, there are many instances of behaviour that can be observed in Saudi Arabia where people appear to be anything but respectful to one another. This is particularly true when Saudis are interacting with someone who they may consider to be subordinate to them, especially expatriates from the non-Western world.


Hospitality and generosity


Hospitality is important throughout the Muslim world. It comes from the Bedouin tradition of offering shelter to any traveller making the difficult journey in desert conditions of the Arabian Peninsula. This hospitality also extends to food and drink. The guest’s needs were always attended to first, even if it meant that the family went hungry.


Saudi hospitality remains legendary. As an expatriate business professional, you will be treated as an honoured guest whenever you visit the region. Your business contacts will ensure you are treated well. This will include anything from constant offerings of coffee or tea to elaborate dinners held in your honour, especially if you have completed a key stage of business.


Never refuse any gestures of hospitality or generosity. Even if you have already had twelve cups of coffee earlier in the day, accept one more. Try to drink the first cup; you can pretend to sip it if absolutely necessary. It’s ok to politely refuse refills, which is done by gently tipping the cup from side to side or by placing your right hand over the top of the cup. Never make a gesture to pay the bill at a restaurant if you are not the host – it offends the sense of hospitality.


Insh’allah


Insh’allah means ‘God’s will’ or ‘if God wills it’. It is a reference to the fatalistic attitude of religious Muslims, who believe that worldly events are ultimately determined by Allah, the Arabic word for God.


It is one of the most common expressions heard throughout the Middle East, and one that most business professionals will quickly add to their own vocabulary. People who are finishing a meeting will often part with the comment ‘we will meet again next week insh’allah’ or ‘tomorrow should be a lovely day insh’allah’ or even ‘our flight is scheduled to land at 10. 45 insh’allah’.


The business professional should not interpret the use of insh’allah as dishonest; quite the opposite. It’s generally an indication that the speaker intends to do what they say – if nothing else gets in the way or becomes more important. If it does, then it happened because of God’s will. The other party should not be offended, and can generally expect the situation to be rectified as soon as God wills it to happen.


Arabic language


The official language of Islam and of Saudi Arabia is Arabic. It is held in roughly the same regard as Hebrew in Judaism or Latin for many Christians.


Saudis and Arab speakers in general place a high value on being able to speak Arabic with sophistication and eloquence. If you speak Arabic fluently, you will be complimented on your linguistic ability. Otherwise, if your Arabic is anything other than fluent, it is strongly recommended that you avoid attempting to speak it, especially in a business environment, other than to use the basic courtesies. Not only are you diminishing the language from an Arab perspective, but you may also be implicitly insulting your Saudi host’s ability to speak English.


On the other hand, in everyday public life, it is useful to learn ‘survival Arabic’ as you may encounter situations in Saudi where someone does not speak English. This can range widely, from a vendor, driver, other service employee or Saudi national who is older, rural, or less well educated.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE KINGDOM OF SAUDI ARABIA


Introduction


The following information is the briefest of overviews written for a business audience with a presumed passing level of interest in context of impacting their visits to Saudi Arabia. It is also written with the intention of providing commonly accepted information as viewed from a predominately Western perspective. It is not the author’s intention to highlight negative information about the ruling family or the Kingdom but to provide information that is generally deemed useful for business people working in or with Saudi Arabia. Nor do any of the following comments necessarily reflect the author’s personal opinions.


For readers who are interested in an in depth history of the House of Saud, the author recommends that they find an independent source of information that focuses on this topic.


The Royal Family


The al Saud family has been the only ruling family since the creation of the modern Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The House of Saud have been leaders during three separate points in history. Their origins are in Diriyah, located in Najd in central Saudi Arabia. In very modern times, Diriyah has become a de facto suburb of Riyadh.


The First Saudi State was ruled by the House of Saud from 1744 – 1818. It came about as the result of a power sharing agreement between Muhammed ibn Saud, its first ruler, and Muhammed ibn Abdul Wahhab. The latter believed in practicing Islam in its purest form, emulating the life of the Prophet Muhammed and the principles of the faith as understood by the first three generations of Muslims. It is where the terms Wahhabi and Wahhabism are derived, although adherents prefer to use the terms Salafist, a branch of the Hanbali school of Sunni Islam.


This agreement has endured from this time, nearly 300 years ago, and remains in place to the present time. The first intermarriage between the two families took place between a son of Muhammed ibn Saud to a daughter of Muhammed ibn Abdul Wahhab.


The First Saudi State encompassed much of the Arabian Peninsula. It met its demise after the first leader’s son attacked the Shi’a city of Kerbala, now in modern day Iraq. His successors were eventually overpowered by the Egyptians and Ottoman Turks, who were dominant in the region at the time.


The Second Saudi State was ruled by the House of Saud from 1824 – 1891. It encompassed much less of the Arabian Peninsula other than the Najd and was plagued by infighting amongst family members. Most leaders of the Second Saudi State met a violent end. Other significant family members fled, including the family of Abdul Aziz ibn Saud, to what is now Kuwait.


The Third Saudi State became modern Saudi Arabia under the leadership of Abdul Aziz ibn Saud. At an early age, he captured the Masmak Fort in Riyadh, re-establishing power over this geography. Over much of his life, he gained or regained control over the Arabian Peninsula lands that are now a part of modern Saudi Arabia, doing so by overpowering, intermarrying and brokering agreements with other important families in the region, especially from the Hejaz region surrounding modern day Jeddah and the north. Additionally, ibn Saud became aligned with the British against the Ottomans in the last days of the Ottoman Empire. Abdul Aziz ibn Saud declared himself King of Saudi Arabia in 1932.


Brief History


1932 – 1953 King Abdul Aziz ibn Saud was the first King of Saudi Arabia, having consolidated distinctly diverse regions of the Kingdom as stated above.


Oil was discovered in the new Kingdom in 1938. The new King formed strong associations with American oil companies. Neutral during World War II, Saudi Arabia strengthened its bonds with then President Franklin D Roosevelt. Under the rule of ibn Saud, Saudi Arabia also declared war against the State of Israel upon its independence in 1948.


King Abdul Aziz, often known as ibn Saud, ruled the Kingdom from its birth in 1932 until his death in 1953.


Line of Succession - Agnatic Seniority


Ibn Saud is believed to have had an estimated 45 sons by more than 20 wives and concubines. The documentation of the number and precise marital status of these women vary even amongst reliable sources.


The most important wife of ibn Saud is considered to be Hessa bint Ahmed al Sudairi. Her sons are known as the Sudairi Seven and have wielded significant power. They have included two kings, crown princes and other senior government officials. It appears that this line of descendants may further profit as the current King, King Salman is one of the Sudairi Seven. The current Crown Prince is also a son of a Sudairi Seven father.


In an agreement reached during the lifetime of ibn Saud, the position of King is determined through the male line of the family. The sons and grandsons of ibn Saud would first determine which son would become the next king until no more eligible sons were left. Then, the same process would be used to choose amongst the grandsons. It is believed that the future beyond grandsons was not specified. However, with the naming of the current Crown Prince from the next generation whilst arguably eligible sons are still alive may have accelerated this process.


Whilst the author would never speculate about the current situation regarding power in the Royal Family, it is also important to point out that, when the time comes, the question of who might become the next King is not certain. Not only will this decision almost certainly be made amongst members from a new generation, the decision might also be influenced by several events that have impacted the Royal Family in recent years, including the current Crown Prince. Some of the most newsworthy events making global headlines include but are not limited to the detainment of prominent business personalities and significant royal family members at the Ritz Carlton in Riyadh in 2017, the murder of the USA based Washington Post Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi, and the purported hacking into the personal mobile phone of the world’s richest person, Amazon’s Founder and CEO Jeff Bezos. High profile senior royals have been detained in 2020, seen by many analysts as a further attempt by the Crown Prince to consolidate power.


At the time of publication, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has been led by seven kings. They are:


1953 – 1964 King Saud bin Abdul Aziz was the first King to succeed his father. The accepted consensus was that King Saud was both extravagant and incompetent. He was deposed.


1964 – 1975 King Faisal bin Abdul Aziz was the half brother of King Saud and was seen as the main competitor to the king and the leading force behind his deposition. King Faisal was generally seen as a reformist, putting the Kingdom back on to the path of economic stability and prosperity. He abolished slavery, which was not illegal in the Kingdom until 1962. King Faisal also implemented the oil production controls of the early 1970s that impacted the developed world’s oil consumption and price.


He was also seen as a modernist. Amongst the changes was the introduction of television, which was met with protests as well as being welcomed. This modernist approach probably contributed to his eventual assassination by a nephew, who was amongst the anti-television protesters.


1975 – 1982 King Khalid bin Abdul Aziz assumed the leadership of the Kingdom upon the assassination of his half brother. He focused on the improvement of the domestic infrastructure of the Kingdom. Major events during his reign included the transition of full control of Saudi Aramco, which had previously been shared with the US.


It was also during his reign, in 1979, that Saudi protestors took over control of the Grand Mosque in Mecca, the holiest site in the Islamic world. This was perceived as a direct threat to the Ruling family. The protestors were quickly executed. It was also the pivotal point when the Kingdom reverted to a more conservative set of domestic and social policies. King Khalid died of a heart attack in 1982.


1982 – 2005 King Fahd bin Abdul Aziz became the next King upon the death of his half brother. He adopted the title of Custodian of the Two Holy Mosques, favoured over the sole title of King. King Fahd was the eldest of the Sudairi Seven brothers.


King Fahd implemented several conservative policies that also strengthened the position of both the military and the religious police during the early days of his reign. Further reforms were ended, especially as funds originally planned for education, medical and infrastructure were diverted.


King Fahd also made declarations of the strength of the bond with the United States whilst clarifying that the social path of the Kingdom was not to emulate that of the West. Many would see this as a response to the events in Mecca of 1979 as well as the perceived concerns in the aftermath of the Iranian revolution, also in 1979.


King Fahd suffered a serious stroke in 1995 and was effectively incapacitated. Day to day affairs were mostly managed by then Crown Prince Abdullah. King Fahd died from complications from stroke and other health problems in 2005.


2005 – 2015 King Abdullah bin Adbul Aziz became the next King after the death of his half brother. As Crown Prince, many expected King Abdullah to continue many of the policies of King Fahd.


However, King Abdullah was a reformist. He focused on the state of Saudi education and promoted the scholarships of many young Saudi nationals to study abroad, where their educational prospects were greater than within the Kingdom at the time.


KAUST, the King Abdullah University of Science and Technology was established in 2009. With the expertise of board members and academics from globally respected institutions, KAUST is also a social experiment whereby gender segregation, dress code, and other related behaviours are relaxed.


He was also a strong proponent of girls’ and women’s education. For example, the new campus of Princess Noura bint Abdul Rahman University was established in 2011 and is currently the largest women’s university in the world.


King Abdullah also managed the beginnings of civil unrest that could have accelerated in the Kingdom in light of neighbouring Revolutions and unrest often referred to in the West as the Arab Spring that began in 2011.


Reforms lessening the powers of the religious police, formalising these changes with the appointment of a new head of the Committee for the Promotion of Virtue and Prevention of Vice, also known as Haia, in 2013. Social reforms even went as far as ignoring some public gender segregation practices, although these were not enshrined formally.


Although an absolute monarchy, Saudis have recently gained limited voting rights for electing municipal councillors which took place in late 2015 after his death. Women were also appointed to the Consultative Assembly, also known as the Shura Council for the first time in 2013.


From a business perspective, it was under the reforms of King Abdullah that allowed foreign business women to obtain business visas in revolutionary numbers compared to before. Most foreign businesswomen, if they are otherwise qualified, are now routinely able to visit and work in the Kingdom if they are willing to comply with the rules of how to dress and behave socially.


King Abdullah died on 23rd January 2015 at 90 years old from pneumonia after suffering from a number of back ailments and other health problems.


Current King


The current king is King Salman bin Abdul Aziz al Saud. He assumed power in January 2015 after the death of his half brother. He is another of the Sudairi Seven brothers and is considered to hold views that are more conservative than King Abdullah. He is also supportive of business, including Western businesses.


Initially, King Salman named both a Crown Prince and Deputy Crown Prince from the next generation of the House of Saud in 2015. He has also made several changes to top level government positions, often involving extended family members.


Under the rule of King Salman, internal unrest, whilst mostly controlled by his predecessor, was treated very differently by the current king. Within the first year of his ascension to power, King Salman’s rule has been responsible for more than 150 executions in 2015, more than have taken place annually in the past 20 years in the Kingdom, with 2016 continuing at an accelerated pace. Several other high profile cases, including political and social protestors remain in limbo at the time of publication.


Under the leadership of King Salman, Saudi Arabia has intervened in the conflict in Yemen, and which is still ongoing as of the time of publication In 2020. Saudi Arabia remains involved in rhetoric against Iran, Syria and Iraq, all neighbouring countries with significant or outright Shi’a majority populations. Saudi Arabia is continuing to demonstrate discomfort over internal Shi’a activities in the Eastern Province and along its Southwest border with Yemen. Saudi Arabia Is also a key leader in the embargo against Qatar, which was implemented In June 2017 and remains in force at the time of publication.


However, King Salman surprised many by allowing reforms that few would have predicted, often led by the current Crown Prince.


King Salman was born in 1935 and has a history of chronic and recent health problems.


Crown Prince and Deputy Crown Prince


In April 2015, King Salman broke with Saudi tradition for the first time in its modern history and replaced Crown Prince Muqrin, his half brother, with the first two members to hold these titles from the next generation. They are Crown Prince Mohammed bin Nayef, a nephew of his full brother and Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, a son.


The Crown Prince, born in 1959, is US educated has a long career in the ministry of the interior. He was removed from his position as Crown Prince in June 2017. He was succeeded by his cousin and King Salman’s son, Mohammed bin Salman. He was amongst the senior Royals detained in 2020.


The former Deputy Crown Prince and current Crown Prince, Mohammed bin Salman, informally known as MBS, was born in 1985. He is Saudi educated and was named defence minister shortly after his father became king. The author reminds readers that this information is provided from a Western perspective and is not necessarily the author’s personal opinion. The Deputy Crown Prince is perceived to be a favourite son of the King and is very possibly being groomed to be the next Saudi King in spite of his relative youth and inexperience. He is seen as responsible for the current military activities in Yemen. He is also promoting future business practices to diminish the Kingdom’s heavy reliance on oil revenues, most notably with the announcement of Saudi Vision 2030.


MBS is not without controversy. As stated previously, he is seen as responsible, directly or indirectly, for several controversial events. These Include but are not limited to the detainment of prominent business personalities and significant royal family members at the Ritz Carlton in Riyadh, the murder of the USA based Washington Post Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi, and the purported hacking into the personal mobile phone of the world’s richest person, Amazon’s Founder and CEO Jeff Bezos. Whilst undoubtedly a social reformer, he is also seen to be controlling these social reforms, sometimes at the expense of early Saudi pioneers of these reforms, such as the detention, imprisonment and exile of several prominent women who made significant gains leading to the right of women to drive in the Kingdom.


Brief Political Overview


Absolute Monarchy


The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is a unitary Islamic absolute monarchy that, as seen in the paragraphs above, is hereditary through a consensus of male descendants of the first king, ibn Saud. It is underpinned by Shari’a Law. The Qur’an and the Sunnah – the traditions of the Prophet Muhammed - are the country’s constitution, also known as Basic Law of Saudi Arabia.


Shari’a law


Shari’a Law is based on the Qur’an and Hadith – the ways and the sayings of the Prophet Muhammed. Application of Shari’a Law in the Kingdom is determined through ulema, religious scholars from the Hanbali school of thought. This is the branch of Sunni Islam predominant in the Kingdom.


The prominent family leading the ulema is the al Shaikh family, who are direct descendants of the al Wahhab family. The al Saud and al Wahhab families have had a power sharing agreement that was enacted in 1744 and remains in effect to the present time.


Shari’a Law rules on all matters of day to day life, including business, politics, banking, contracts, family issues including marriage, divorce, child custody, death and inheritance, all manner of behaviour from sexuality to diet to entertainment to human rights issues. It also rules on criminal matters.


Shari’a Law can impact the expatriate business professional. It’s a good idea to have at least a general awareness for those circumstances that may involve working In the Kingdom.


Saudi Arabia’s interpretation of Shari’a Law is at the root of many social restrictions that the business professional is likely to encounter. Until recently, this included the absence of entertainment facilities such as the cinema or live music performances. Of course, it also impacts the segregation of the sexes in public and dress codes as well, although both of these are also in the early stages of significant reform. These reforms are driven by the Crown Prince.


All business professionals should ensure they have a working understanding of Shari’a Law if they are involved in drawing up a business contract or partnership agreement. They should also be aware that, in the case of a dispute, the only formal legal resolution is through Shari’a Law practices.


There are also serious considerations that should be taken into account if entering into an agreement that places an individual or their organisation into debt. For example, defaulting on a debt, including something as simple as a bounced cheque, has serious legal and criminal ramifications throughout Saudi Arabia.


Consultative Assembly – Shoura


The Consultative Assembly, also known as the Shoura Council, is the advisory body of 150 members appointed by the King. It has limited power in interpreting laws, which are exclusively approved by the King.


The Council is chosen to proportionally represent the population, are drawn from each of the Kingdom’s 13 provinces and are elected to terms. Under King Abdullah, it has been decreed that at least 20% of council seats are held by women. 30 of the 150 members have been women since 2013.


The Consultative Assembly currently consists of thirteen committees


•Islamic, Judicial Affairs


•Social, Family, and Youth Affairs Committee


•Economic Affairs and Energy Committee


•Security Affairs Committee


•Educational and Scientific Research Affairs Committee


•Cultural and Informational Affairs Committee


•Foreign Affairs Committee


•Health and Environmental Affairs Committee


•Financial Affairs Committee


•Transportation, Communications, Information Technology Committee


•Water and Public Facilities and Services Committee


•Administration, Human Resources and Petitions Committee


Major global organisation memberships


The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is a member of the United Nations since its founding in 1945. It is also a member of the IMF (International Monetary Fund), the World Bank and, since 2005, the World Trade Organisation and the G-20.


It is also a founding member of:


1945 Arab League


1960 OPEC (Organisation of Petroleum Exporting Countries)


1962 Muslim World League


1969 Organisation of Islamic Cooperation


1981 Gulf Cooperation Council


Regional geopolitics


Geopolitics in Saudi Arabia can be difficult to capture as events continue to unfold in a notoriously volatile part of the world where allegiances can shift, sometimes unpredictably.


The reader should note that the following information is provided in the most general of terms and is valid at the time of publication. It is written for a business orientated audience who may only be interested in the very basics.


It is also written with the intention of portraying the country or organisation’s politically stance in a neutral manner. Many countries’ populations may generally disagree with their own government as regards their relationship with the Kingdom.


Readers with a keen interest in this topic looking for a deeper understanding should find additional resources that address these issues more thoroughly.


Selected countries and important political organisations:


Current Friends


In general, these key countries are on good diplomatic terms with Saudi Arabia, although they may have occasional skirmishes. Recent examples include Canada over several human rights disputes and Qatar, where the Saudis are a key member of the embargo against the smaller country, Qatar’s perceived support of the Muslim Brotherhood, its perceived relations with Iran and several other less prominent issues. Additionally, although the Bahraini Ruling Family is on good terms with the Saudi Ruling Family, Bahrain’s Shi’a majority population has a more mixed opinion.


Algeria, Australia, Bahrain, China, Egypt, most European Union Countries, India, Jordan, Kuwait, Morocco, New Zealand, Oman, Pakistan, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, United Kingdom, USA


Conditional friends or friends of convenience


In general, these key countries are on less stable diplomatic terms with Saudi Arabia. Iraq presents difficulties due to the increased role of Shi’a leadership. Lebanon is often problematic due to internal political uncertainty. Palestine is split between two political parties that Saudi regards differently. Russia is regarded as close to Syria. Canada and Qatar are currently on this list due to the reasons stated in the section above. Turkey is now in a politically difficult situation with Saudi Arabia due to the circumstances surrounding the death and aftermath of the journalist Jamal Khashoggi, who died In the Saudi consulate in Istanbul in October 2018.


Canada, Iraq, Lebanon, Palestine, Qatar, Russia, Turkey



Current Enemies – not war definition of enemy


In general, these key countries are on difficult terms or at war. Iran is seen as the other main power in the region and represents the heart of Shi’a interests that are an anathema to Saudi Arabia. Israel is still technically regarded as in a state of war. The Syria diplomatic relationship was terminated in 2012 with the closure of its embassy in Damascus and the expulsion of the Syrian ambassador in Riyadh. At the time of publication, there is an ongoing active military campaign being conducted in Yemen.
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