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STRUCTURED ABSTRACT 

 

Purpose 

The paper investigates the implications for gendered power relations at work of Nitaqat, a 

workforce localization policy operating in Saudi Arabia which, by regulating the employment 

of Saudi nationals in private sector firms, has stimulated greater feminization of employment. 

 

Design/methodology/approach 

Based on an interpretivist, phenomenological research approach, rich qualitative data were 

collected in two case study organizations – a retail company and an architectural firm. The 

mixed-method design involved in-depth interviews with managers and women workers and 

extensive non-participant observation. 

 

Findings 

In exploring gendered power relations in Saudi private sector workplaces under the Nitaqat 

regime, the paper highlights the importance of patriarchal power. However, increased 

feminization of employment provides women workers with access to power resources of their 

own, producing complexity and variation in gendered workplace power relations.   

 

Originality 

Drawing on Bradley’s (1999) relational conception of gendered power, the paper illuminates 

how a Nitaqat-inspired feminization of employment, by increasing firms’ dependency on 

women workers, has influenced the dynamics of gendered power relations in Saudi 

workplaces.  
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Workforce localization, women workers and gendered power relations in 

Saudi Arabian private sector workplaces 

 

Introduction 

A notable feature of labour market policy in Gulf states such as Saudi Arabia is the operation 

of workforce localization policies (Waxin and Bateman, 2016). Designed to increase the 

employment rate of indigenous citizens and reduce dependency on foreign workers, such 

policies have stimulated greater feminization of employment in countries where women’s 

labour market participation, particularly in the private sector, has traditionally been low 

(Tlaiss and Elamin, 2016). This paper investigates the implications for gendered power 

relations at work of Nitaqat, a workforce localization policy established in Saudi Arabia in 

2011, which mandates a quota system to regulate the employment of Saudi nationals in the 

private sector. It does so in the context of the Saudi Arabian government’s aim, expressed in 

its Saudi Vision 2030 strategy, launched in 2016, to modernize and diversify the country’s 

economy, including commitments to increase women’s labour force participation and 

promote gender equality (Thompson, 2017; Tlaiss and Al Waqfi, 2020). 

 

The implications of workforce localization policies, including Nitaqat, for women’s 

employment in Gulf states have attracted increasing scholarly attention (Rutledge et al., 

2011; Rutledge and Al Shamsi, 2016; Tlaiss and Al Waqfi, 2020). Drawing on Bradley’s 

(1999) conceptualization of gendered power, and based on case study research undertaken in 

two firms, the main contribution of this paper is to demonstrate how state workforce 

localization policies – the Saudi Nitaqat programme in this case – can affect gendered 

workplace relations in private sector settings where women workers have hitherto been 

absent. In recognizing the potential of feminization in employment to alter relations between 



5 
 

men and women at work, Bradley’s (1999) relational and dynamic conception of gendered 

power provides a means of analyzing and interpreting the complexity of gendered power 

relations arising from a Nitaqat-inspired process of feminization in employment and the 

resultant greater dependency of Saudi firms on women workers. By highlighting the gendered 

dynamics of workplace relations in Saudi Arabia the paper adds to our knowledge of Saudi 

labour, a topic which hitherto has largely been neglected (Adham and Hammer, 2019). 

 

Literature review 

Context – the Saudi labour market, Saudization and Nitaqat 

Established in 1932 as an ‘Islamic monarchy’ (Mellahi, 2007: 88), Saudi Arabia’s rapid 

economic development during the mid-twentieth century was driven by the growth of the 

dominant oil industry. Yet dependency on oil created difficulties, including the reduced 

labour market participation of local citizens (Tlaiss and Elamin, 2016), as the country became 

reliant on foreign labour (Achoui, 2009; Elamin and Tlaiss, 2015). Not only were indigenous 

Saudi citizens thought to be too costly to employ, and considered less disciplined than foreign 

workers, but also Saudis themselves were reluctant to contemplate taking private sector jobs 

regarded as having low status (Mellahi, 2007). By the 1990s, in the context of a rapidly 

growing population, the government recognized that a key priority was to create labour 

market opportunities for young Saudi citizens, especially in the private sector, and thus 

address the problem of high unemployment in an economy overly reliant on foreign workers 

(Achoui, 2009; Mellahi, 2007; Tlaiss and Elamin, 2016).  

 

The purpose of workforce localization policies in Gulf states such as Saudi Arabia is to 

reduce the traditional dependency on foreign labour in the private sector (Abaker et al., 

2019). Saudi Arabia’s programme of localization, known as ‘Saudization’, was initiated in 
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1995, for the purpose of increasing the labour market participation of Saudi nationals (Adham 

and Hammer, 2019; Mellahi, 2007). Localization policies such as Saudization involve efforts 

to improve educational attainment levels among indigenous citizens, with the aim of 

enhancing their employment prospects (Waxin and Bateman, 2016). Importantly, they also 

involve a notable degree of labour market regulation by the state, including through the 

operation of quota systems which oblige firms to hire indigenous citizens in preference to 

foreign workers (Budhwar et al., 2019; Mellahi, 2007; Waxin and Bateman, 2016). 

Saudization is central to the system of patrimonial capitalism in Saudi Arabia, based on 

strong state-capital links and clientelist networks (Adham and Hammer, 2019). While the 

Kafala system, which binds foreign workers to sponsor firms, operates as a mechanism of 

coercion, Saudization, by offering Saudi citizens the promise of employment opportunities, is 

designed to secure their cooperation (Adham and Hammer, 2019: 7). 

 

Given the apparent limited effectiveness of Saudization (Budhwar et al., 2019; Rutledge et 

al., 2011; Tlaiss and Elamin, 2016), in 2011 the Saudi government looked to strengthen it, 

establishing a new and more rigorous quota programme covering private sector firms with ten 

or more employees, known as Nitaqat. Supported by a combination of incentives and 

punitive measures, Nitaqat prescribes a minimum percentage of Saudi citizens based on 

industry sector and firm size (Peck, 2017). Non-compliant firms not only have considerable 

restrictions imposed upon them when it comes to recruiting workers, but also face the 

possibility of fines, and even run the risk of being closed down (Peck, 2017). There is some 

evidence that Nitaqat has prompted an increase in the number of Saudi nationals employed in 

the private sector (Peck, 2017). However, firms have sometimes taken a rather narrow, 

compliance-based response to Nitaqat, hiring sufficient indigenous workers to meet their 

quota requirement, rather than selecting them for their skills and capabilities (Alshanbri et al., 
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2015; Tlaiss and Elamin, 2016). Saudi nationals’ expectations of higher salaries, and their 

propensity to leave firms when they are unmet, or because of their resentment towards what 

they perceive as low-status work, creates difficulties for firms, particularly increased 

employee turnover (Peck, 2017). 

 

Feminization of employment and Saudi women at work 

Middle Eastern countries have long been characterized by low levels of women’s 

employment, particularly in the private sector (Khalaf et al., 2015). This reflects the influence 

of strongly embedded social and cultural norms derived from an interpretation of Islam which 

is highly conservative concerning the public role of women, marginalizing their influence in a 

patriarchal environment dominated by male authority (Tlaiss and Elamin, 2016). There is an 

assumption that the primary role of women is as homemakers, including childrearing 

activities (Metcalfe, 2007); the household is headed by a man who is responsible for 

providing financially and protecting the family. Male protection is seen as justification for the 

exercise of authority over women in all areas of decision making that relate to the public 

sphere (Metcalfe, 2011). The obligation that Saudi women receive permission from a male 

relative to go out to work was traditionally a notable barrier to their labour market 

participation (Al-Asfour et al., 2017).  

 

Yet workforce localization policies in general, and the Saudi Nitaqat programme in 

particular, have potentially profound implications for women’s labour market participation 

(Rutledge et al., 2011; Rutledge and Al Shamsi, 2016; Tlaiss and Elamin, 2016; Waxin and 

Bateman, 2016). Nitaqat has contributed to increased feminization of employment in the 

private sector, in the context of broader government efforts, including the Saudi Vision 2030 

initiative, to advance the position of women (Alfarran et al., 2018; Tlaiss and Al Waqfi, 
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2020; Tlaiss and Elamin, 2016). The women’s employment rate has increased in Saudi 

Arabia – to 22 per cent in 2019 (World Bank, 2019) – although it remains one of the lowest 

in the world. Growing feminization of employment in Saudi Arabia, and the changes in social 

attitudes it has produced, have created increased opportunities for women in the workplace, 

as barriers to progression diminish (Al-Asfour et al., 2017). Rutledge and Al Shamsi (2016) 

observe that workforce localization policies, and the greater feminization of employment they 

induce, have legitimized the role of women employed in private firms and thus enable their 

career development. Many of the restrictions that once applied to employing women, 

including the obligation that a woman must receive permission from a male guardian before 

she can be hired, have been lifted. HR managers in Saudi firms have changed ‘organizational 

structures and cultures by pushing forward gender-equity policies as well gender-friendly HR 

practices (Tlaiss and Al Waqfi, 2020: 7).  

 

That said, though, women continue to experience notable employment disadvantage in Saudi 

Arabia. In what remains a highly patriarchal setting, they face considerable obstacles in 

trying to secure jobs, particularly in the private sector (Rutledge and Al Shamsi, 2016).  

Gender relations in Saudi Arabia are governed by the presence of a ‘hegemonic masculinity’, 

centred upon the cultural and institutional domination of men, and the privileging of male 

authority over women who are expected to be subordinate (Connell and Messerschmidt, 

2005; Tlaiss, 2015). Signalling the limited value placed on women’s work outside the home, 

one response by Saudi firms to the growing feminization of employment has been to funnel 

women into low-status and low-paid positions that are unattractive to men or would 

previously been filled by foreign workers (Elamin and Omair 2010; Tlaiss and Al Waqfi, 

2020). The emphasis accorded to family responsibilities, in the private sphere, imposes 

considerable restrictions on women’s labour market participation, exacerbated by the 
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reluctance of employers to support women workers (Al-Asfour et al., 2017). Women often 

prefer to work in public sector organizations, because they are more likely to operate gender-

segregated arrangements (Waxin and Bateman, 2016). For private sector employers, the 

additional costs of establishing separate women’s sections can be a disincentive to hiring 

women, exacerbating gender disadvantage (Metcalfe, 2007; Tlaiss and Elamin, 2016). 

Gender-based discrimination remains widespread in Saudi organizations, largely because of 

the dominant belief that the role of women should be restricted to child-rearing and other 

family-oriented activities. Private sector firms generally have ‘traditional and conservative’ 

cultures, which are characterized by the gendered assumption that only men should hold 

managerial roles (Tlaiss and Al Waqfi, 2020: 23). 

 

Theorization – gender and power relations in the workplace 

Research is needed which investigates the implications of the Nitaqat-inspired process of 

feminization in employment for women workers and gender relations in Saudi private sector 

workplaces. There is an emergent literature concerned with investigating workplace relations 

in Saudi Arabia (e.g. Adham and Hammer 2019). There is also a growing interest in women 

workers and gender relations in Saudi firms from a managerial perspective (e.g. Tlaiss and Al 

Waqfi, 2020). However, we lack knowledge of the voices and interests of Saudi women 

workers themselves, something which is central to the focus of this paper. 

 

Making sense of gendered relations in Saudi private sector workplaces, in the context of a 

Nitaqat-induced process of greater feminization in employment, requires effective 

theorization. Bradley’s (1999) gendered power relations approach is particularly appropriate 

for this purpose. Based on research undertaken in the UK, she explains that the burden of 

domestic responsibilities in the private sphere, resistance from men and the persistence of 
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gender segregation in employment combine to disempower women. However, the greater 

feminization of employment offers the potential to empower women at work, undermining 

traditional patriarchal norms and providing women with increased opportunities for 

participation in the public sphere. Although typically men exercise power over, and thus 

dominate, women, Bradley (1999: 31) contends that ‘it is possible (and empirically 

observable) that in certain contexts some women exercise domination over some men’ and 

that a ‘micro-level analysis of power’ is needed to recognize the complexities of gendered 

power relations. For Bradley (1999: 33), whereas ‘patriarchal power refers to the capacity of 

men to control women’, the concept of ‘gendered power’ relates ‘to the capacity of one sex to 

control the behaviour of the other’ – a ‘broader concept which allows for variable relations 

between men and women, but does not rule out the possibility that power relations may be 

patriarchal’. 

 

Central to Bradley’s (1999) approach is the understanding that gendered power relations are 

‘complex and fluid’, since they are influenced by variation in the extent and nature of the 

power resources available to women and men (Bradley, 1999: 32). She identifies nine (‘not 

exhaustive’) types of power resource that influence gendered power relations. These include: 

‘economic power’ (referring to the ‘control of economic resources’, especially ‘property, 

income and other rewards from work’); ‘positional power’ (which ‘relates to power and 

authority gained by virtue of holding positions’); ‘technical power’ (referring to expertise and 

competence); ‘symbolic power’ (someone’s capacity to impose their own ‘definitions, 

meanings, values and rules on a situation’); ‘collective power’ (the ability to mobilize 

‘collective resources’, for example by organizing ‘groups of people to pursue common 

goals’); and ‘personal power’ (involving the utilization of a range of ‘personal resources’, 

including ‘strength of character’, ‘knowledge’ and ‘experience’ (Bradley, 1999: 33-36). 
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There are some notable studies from around the world which demonstrate the implications of 

feminization in employment for gender and power relations, as women collectively derive 

greater power resources from their participation in the workplace, in ways that can challenge 

patriarchal managerial authority (e.g. Pangsapa, 2007). An approach which focuses on gender 

and power relations is particularly valuable for investigating the implications of Nitaqat, and 

the greater feminization of employment it has induced, within Saudi private sector 

workplaces. It holds that women workers can, to varying degrees, and in different ways, 

leverage sources of power, derived from their involvement in the public sphere of the 

workplace and the opportunities for progression it provides, in counterpoint to those of their 

(male) managers, even in a highly patriarchal setting such as Saudi Arabia.  

 

Research methods 

In order to assess the implications of a Nitaqat-inspired feminization of employment for 

workplace gender and power relations, the focus of the research involved an investigation of 

the activities, experiences and management of women workers in two Saudi firms. This made 

‘phenomenological interpretivism’ (Bonache, 2021) a suitable philosophical approach for the 

research. The phenomenological element enabled a focus on participants’ narratives, 

characterized by immersion within their social world (Moustakas, 1994), consistent with a 

feminist emphasis on understanding women’s lives and ensuring that their voices are heard 

(Fisher, 2010). The interpretivist dimension ensured that a focus on subjectivity, and a 

concern with how participants understood and made sense of their working lives, was central 

to the research (Bonache, 2021). A qualitative research strategy, involving non-participant 

observation and semi-structured interviews in two case study organizations, was utilized. The 

case study method is highly appropriate for the purpose of interpreting social phenomena and 

producing rich, thick and in-depth data, particularly in respect of feminist-oriented research 
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(Henry et al., 2016; Yin, 2018). Moreover, it permits the kind of ‘micro-analysis of power’ 

necessary for the purpose of undertaking a gendered power relations approach (Bradley, 

1999: 31). 

 

The data were collected in two organizations – Alkabda (a pseudonym), a retail company, 

and Aram (a pseudonym), an architectural firm. Established in the late 2000s, and based in 

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia’s capital city, Alkabda sells bags and accessories. At the time of the 

research it had 33 outlets in Saudi Arabia and employed 114 staff, most of whom are 

relatively poorly educated. Alkabda had been obliged to shift to an entirely female retail 

workforce for the purpose of Nitaqat compliance. Founded in 2009, Aram is based in the city 

of Alkhobar. At the time of the research it employed 11 staff in its interior design section 

which, following the introduction of Nitaqat, had been opened to women workers. The cases 

were selected on a purposive basis; while both are private sector organizations which, 

because of Nitaqat, had only recently started employing women, otherwise they differ 

markedly. The women employed by Alkabda were in routine sales positions, were relatively 

uneducated and the status of their jobs was considered low. In contrast, the women in Aram 

were well educated, held appropriate qualifications and were engaged in professional jobs 

attracting relatively high social status. The choice of the two firm was thus designed to 

facilitate effective comparison, for the purpose of understanding gendered power relations in 

Saudi private sector workplaces, given the increasing presence of women workers within 

them. 

 

Table 1 about here 
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A mixed-methods approach, combining data collected from in-depth interviews and from 

observing how research participants act and interact with one another, is a very suitable 

means of conducting in-depth, qualitative research in work settings, enabling researchers to 

understand and interpret what is happening within them better (Gobo and Molle, 2017). The 

lead author collected data from both firms in July and August 2017. In Alkabda interviews 

were conducted with the (female) HR manager and six store-based women workers across 

three stores. Unfortunately, the male senior managers in the firm declined to participate. In 

Aram interviews were carried out with the male group HR manager, the male owner-manager 

and four women workers. The interviews were complemented by data generated from an 

extensive period of non-participant observation carried out in each firm. See table one for 

details of the fieldwork. 

 

The observation data were recorded in English using a pre-prepared document. Records were 

reviewed on the same day as the observation occurred to ensure that the notes and the 

meanings conveyed within them were clear. By contrast, the interview transcripts, derived 

from audio-recordings, were produced in Arabic. The process of translation can be a notable 

difficulty in qualitative research where data are collected in one language, but analyzed and 

written up in another (Temple and Edwards, 2002). To ensure accuracy, in translating 

interview data from Arabic to English, the lead author clarified the meaning of randomly 

selected samples of text with a native Arabic-speaking senior academic at her then host 

institution. 

 

Figure 1 about here 
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The research data were analyzed using thematic analysis, a very flexible approach which is 

highly suitable for providing an in-depth understanding of research participants’ perspectives 

(Braun and Clarke, 2013). Both the observation data and interview data were coded using the 

Atlas.ti programme. This is a very useful tool for organizing and analyzing qualitative data, 

facilitating a holistic picture of the research in a way that produces rigorous findings. Its 

visualization features enable the connection of codes, the generation of themes and the 

creation of relationships between codes and themes for the purpose of interpreting data 

(Friese, 2014). See figure one for an extract, relating to the experience of women workers in 

Aram, which illustrates, in network form, how the coding process was undertaken using 

Atlas.ti. The rigour of the qualitative data analysis was enhanced by recognizing the value of 

reflexivity (Braun and Clarke, 2013). The lead author, who collected the data, is a Saudi 

woman. Clearly, this is likely to have influenced how the data were gathered, analyzed and 

interpreted (Gabriel, 2015). Her knowledge of the Saudi culture, and her familiarity with the 

context, meant that she could build trustworthy relationships with research participants, 

enabling the production of a particularly rich set of qualitative research findings of a kind an 

outsider would have been unlikely to obtain.  

 

Research findings 

The research findings from the Alkabda and Aram firms are presented separately, exploring 

the dynamics of gendered power relations in each case.   

 

Alkabda 

The Nitaqat policy posed a major challenge for Alkabda. Until 2012 its workforce largely 

comprised foreign male workers, employed in low-paid jobs regarded as lacking in status. To 

comply with Nitaqat, and to conform with the expectation that retail employment should be 
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feminized, Alkabda was obliged to recruit an entirely female sales workforce in its stores, 

replacing the men. The firm’s head office, and its male senior management team, are based in 

a separate building in Riyadh. There is also a female HR manager, Dalal, who has 

responsibility for the women workers, and reports to senior management. She was appointed 

because Alkabda’s senior managers themselves were unwilling to communicate directly with 

the women. Dalal’s job involves remotely monitoring women worker using a digital video 

control screen, backed up by site visits. The main decisions over working hours, salaries and 

training are made by senior managers and conveyed to Dalal to implement. Each store also 

has a male ‘supervisor’ (generally a foreign contractor worker) responsible for monitoring the 

workers, reporting to Alkabda’s senior managers, or the HR manager, by mobile phone as 

appropriate.  

 

The intensive male managerial control exercised over the women workers was integral to the 

distinctive way in which gendered power was exercised in Alkabda. Being physically 

observed by the male supervisors was particularly stressful for the women. While there was 

less resentment about being monitored remotely by Dalal – partly because she was a woman, 

but also because video evidence could be used for resolving any problems – overall the 

constant surveillance provoked considerable dissatisfaction. Alkabda is a very low-trust 

environment in which to work, with the women workers highly disengaged as a consequence. 

Little regard is given to the quality of the working environment. The field notes recorded that:  

 

This is a bit embarrassing; two female employees [are] working here, but there is only 

one chair... not a clean place... female employees clean the place themselves.  

 

From observation within the stores it was clear that the women workers lacked autonomy, 
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having little influence over decision-making. One very notable illustration of the gendered, 

autocratic nature of managerial control evident in Alkabda occurred when Dalal was 

instructed by senior management to increase the working day by half-an-hour. The women 

were given no prior notice of the change and could see no reason for it. Understandably, they 

were highly dissatisfied, but felt powerless to do anything about the change, not least because 

they would have had to engage with Dalal, who was not responsible for the decision to 

increase the working day, merely for communicating it.  

 

The apparent sense of powerless experienced by the women workers was exacerbated by the 

lack of meaningful communication with senior management. They could only make contact 

by telephone, and even that necessitated getting Dalal’s permission first. The research 

conveyed a strong sense that Alkabda’s male management saw the women simply as devices 

for ensuring the firm complied with Nitaqat, rather than as individuals who could contribute 

to the business. Mona claimed that she and her fellow employees: 

 

...are treated as a commodity to do work and accept any decision! 

 

A perceived lack of recognition meant that the women lacked motivation. Fay expressed a 

desire for more recognition and better communication:  

 

I've been here for eight months; the firm's management doesn’t like anything and that 

is disappointing to me…we made a high profit, but the firm didn’t see this 

contribution... the management didn’t trust that we made the contribution… they do 

not communicate with us, they communicate with the supervisors first about our 

work. 
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The research in Alkabda depicts how the firm’s male senior management tried to use women 

workers for the purpose of Nitaqat compliance, as a low-cost and supposedly easily 

controllable substitute for foreign staff. Efforts to subjugate the women, and treat them as 

commodities, had produced a distinctive gendered power regime, with male managerial 

dominance derived from the considerable economic (control of the firm’s activities), 

positional (role authority as managers) and technical (surveillance arrangements) power 

resources they enjoyed.  

 

While all this indicates the dominance of patriarchal power relations in Alkabda, the research 

showed that the firm’s women workers had accrued certain power resources of their own, 

arising from their position in, and importance to, the firm. For example, there was some 

evidence of effort bargaining occurring in Alkabda, as the women sought respite from, or 

even rejected, such demanding work. This was manifest in unauthorized absences, poor 

punctuality and a high level of labour turnover. Mona observed that: 

 

The firm suffers high staff turnover and most of the women don't stay for long; they 

just work for a few months and most don’t have a good experience or don’t want to 

work effectively. It is really rare for a female employee to complete a year in this job. 

 

Dalal affirmed that high turnover was a considerable problem for the firm: 

 

The turnover in female employees is 9-13 monthly, and I also have to employ women 

to replace the ones who leave. In one shop, the problem I faced was that the shop 

closed, because two female employees left… and I couldn't find replacements to work 
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in the shop. 

 

This is important because, under the Nitaqat regime, firms such as Alkabda have become 

increasingly dependent upon women workers, given the restrictions on foreigners. This 

dependency has given women a greater degree of positional power, predicated upon their role 

as workers whose labour is valuable to the firm, even if the status of their jobs is considered 

low. Moreover, by receiving their own salaries, generally for the first time, the women had 

accrued more economic power. Importantly, there is also evidence from Alkabda that the 

women had accrued greater personal power resources as a consequence of their employment 

and the exposure to the workplace they had acquired. Their experience of paid employment, 

outside of the home, had raised their self-confidence, enhanced their awareness of 

opportunities to advance themselves and reduced their sense of having to be dependent on 

men. According to Huda: 

 

Now, I feel that the value of men in my life isn’t important for me. Before work, I 

depended on men for everything, but after having work, I am less dependent on men 

and I'm responsible for myself; I help my family. I now see myself as stronger than a 

man. 

 

Employment in Alkabda, even though the jobs were relatively low-paid and the work 

considered low in status, had enabled the women workers to build experience of work, 

encouraged them to be more self-reliant and inculcated a greater feeling of independence. 

The women were aware of the poor quality of their jobs; but did not envisage staying very 

long, viewing them as stepping-stones into other, better positions. Sara could see herself 

moving on: 
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I see this job as temporary; if there was rewarding encouragement for us from the 

firm, then I would remain here… but if the management continues not caring, I will 

leave the job and look for another... 

 

What are the implications of all this for understanding gendered power relations in the 

Alkabda workplace? Efforts by a powerful male management to subjugate a seemingly 

powerless group of women workers would seem to reflect the highly patriarchal Saudi 

context in which women’s work outside the home is regarded as unimportant, or even 

undesirable (Metcalfe, 2007; Tlaiss and Elamin, 2016); with the feminization of employment 

largely involving women being funneled into poor quality jobs (Elamin and Omair, 2010; 

Tlaiss and Al Waqfi, 2020). Yet the experience of Alkabda demonstrates how women 

workers have accrued power resources, because of the firm’s dependency upon their labour, 

their capacity to engage in effort bargaining and the greater personal confidence and sense of 

independence they had derived from their exposure to the workplace. It raises questions about 

the sustainability of an approach that treats women as commodities for the purpose of Nitaqat 

compliance. The instability and potential for conflict Alkabda’s management approach 

generates ultimately threatens the firm’s ability to comply with Nitaqat, if it cannot recruit, or 

retain, women workers in sufficient numbers.  

 

Aram 

Founded in 2010, Aram originally employed an entirely male workforce, including a small 

number of foreign workers working as interior designers. In 2015, however, the firm started 

to recruit Saudi women in the field of interior design, opening a women’s section. Unlike 

Alkabda, Aram was not required to take any direct measures in response to Nitaqat, since it 
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already employed sufficient (male) Saudi nationals to comply with its quota obligation. 

Instead, the Nitaqat policy had an indirect effect, as the male owner-manager, Fahad, 

explained: 

 

Nitaqat didn’t impose on us the need to increase female participation in our firm, 

because we already met the quotas required for Nitaqat. However, Nitaqat opened up 

opportunities and helped the firm to find women who accepted to work here. 

 

Fahad is generally responsible for managing all of Aram’s staff and communicates with the 

women workers on a regular basis. There is also a male HR manager and a female supervisor, 

whose role is to coordinate the women workers and to oversee matters such as timekeeping 

and attendance, in addition to her own work as an interior designer.  Women Saudi graduates 

had previously found it difficult to obtain positions in areas such as architecture. However, 

the case of Aram points to how opportunities for women have arisen in private sector firms, 

incentivized by the presence of the Nitaqat regime. All the women employed by Aram hold 

specialist qualifications, corresponding to their job roles. They work as interior designers on 

projects involving, for example, residential interiors, shopping malls and restaurants, often 

necessitating visiting sites around the city.  

 

In contrast to Alkabda, Aram employed women, not for the purpose of Nitaqat compliance, 

or to fill job gaps, but because of the contribution they were considered to make to the 

business. The firm’s management believed that in specific areas of work, such as interior 

design, women were innately superior to men, because of their supposedly greater creativity, 

and were thus a source of value. Although predicated on the patriarchal, gendered assumption 

that certain types of work are considered particularly suitable for women, the evidence from 
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Aram demonstrates how, within the context of the Nitaqat regime, women’s employment has 

been embraced in a private sector setting, enabling women workers to participate in 

environments where they have traditionally been excluded.  

 

It also highlights the attempt of the firm to secure effort from women workers through the 

cultivation of a high-trust working environment, with the women being highly engaged as a 

consequence. Noor observed that:  

 

We are like a family; we communicate in and out of work. There is no challenge in 

communication between us and the male manager... we feel more like family than 

employees! 

 

While the women clearly value the firm’s efforts to involve them, the cultivation of a highly 

unitary and paternalistic ‘family’ environment, by the male owner-manager and male HR 

manager, demonstrates how symbolic power resources are used to promote gendered 

normative control in Aram based on patriarchal relations.  

 

Importantly, establishing a separate ‘private section’ for women, with facilities such as a 

toilet, complementing the mixed-gender general working environment, had made it easier for 

Aram to accommodate women in the workplace. While such an arrangement facilitates 

women’s employment in a conservative cultural setting in which their public role has 

traditionally been highly restricted, the separation it potentially induces could reinforce 

patriarchal power relations. Yet the women-only section provides Aram’s women workers 

with an important source of personal power. They welcomed the spatial configuration of their 

working environment, believing that having a separate space, restricted to women, as well as 
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a general, ‘mixed’ space, enabled then to communicate with male colleagues in a more 

confident and effective manner, contributing to a sense that they were valued by the firm. 

Noor, for example, believed that the arrangement offered an effective balance between 

expectations of privacy and being able to be involved in the workplace: 

 

I feel happy in the workplace; I don’t feel any problems or the need for more privacy, 

but I don’t want to be more open, working with men in the same section or more 

closely... I don’t have any problems communicating with male employees.  

 

Their experience of working in Aram, particularly the flexibility and autonomy they enjoyed 

in their job roles, had increased the women’s confidence and authority. In all their work for 

the firm, involving projects, meeting deadlines, undertaking site visits and participating in 

meetings, there was no procedure imposed upon the women for controlling and organizing 

their activities, unless an issue had arisen which affected progress in some way. The 

delegated responsibility encouraged the women to make work-related decisions. Observation 

showed how committed they were to their jobs, as they concentrated on their individual 

projects and shared ideas about how they could best meet clients’ needs. For example, Modhi 

spent two hours in a meeting with a client about his project, discussing ideas and listening to 

his expectations, so that he would be satisfied with the work performed in Aram’s name. 

Despite having only been with the firm for nine months, Alaa was pleased to have been given 

responsibility to lead a project: 

 

The manager gave me a project, despite me still being new in the firm, and I worked 

on it, and this encouraged me to put all my effort into it… even though I am younger 



23 
 

than them, they gave me a workspace; they shared their project with me and asked me 

my opinion. 

 

All this demonstrates the value Aram attaches to the labour of its women workers and the 

emphasis it places on securing effort by operating a workplace environment in which the 

women feel trusted by the firm and empowered in their job roles. The women’s experience of 

working in Aram, particularly the interaction and communication with managers and clients 

it involved, had not only increased their self-confidence, but also instilled in them a belief in 

the desirability of progressing their careers. According to Alaa: 

 

I was very shy, I was afraid to attend mixed meetings, but now I don't have a problem 

with being in mixed meetings and talking...the communication with clients gives me 

responsibility, I've learned how to deal with different clients, how to solve problems 

with clients, and I've had consultation with my colleagues...  

 

The experience of working in Aram had made the women less reliant on their families and 

encouraged a greater sense of independence. According to Modhi: 

 

I've got the confidence… I was strongly dependent on others, but now I depend on 

myself. 

 

Hadeel’s experience had encouraged her to open her own business: 
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I did not think that I would be the first to open a female section and be a supervisor. I've 

changed and based on my experience in the current work and with management 

support, I've opened my own business this year.  

 

In a society where, traditionally, women have been compelled to be dependent upon male 

family members, the self-confidence and aspiration for greater independence evident among 

Aram’s women workers were striking. These findings point to the reduced obstacles to 

women’s advancement at work and the greater opportunities they have to progress careers in 

the Saudi private sector (Al-Asfour et al., 2017). They also illustrate the complexity of 

gendered power relations within Aram, in a context where, under the influence of Nitaqat, 

women’s employment in the Saudi private sector has become more commonplace. Efforts by 

male management to exercise a form patriarchal power were evident, particularly the use of 

symbolic power resources to promote a unitary climate and thus enforce gendered normative 

control over women workers. At the same time, though, employment in Aram meant that the 

women enjoyed greater power, not only because their labour is highly valued by the 

company, but also because of the technical (based on the expertise they had developed), 

personal (linked to their enhanced self-confidence) and economic (based on their increased 

scope for advancement and mobility in employment) power resources they had accrued.  

 

Discussion and conclusions 

There is growing interest in the contribution workforce localization policies make to the 

increasing feminization of employment in settings where women’s labour market 

participation, particularly in the private sector, has traditionally been low (e.g. Alfarran et al., 

2018; Rutledge and Al Shamsi, 2016). With regard to Saudi Arabia, since 2011 Nitaqat has 

helped to stimulate increased women’s employment in a business environment which, 
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influenced by government reforms, has become more supportive of women’s employment 

and gender equality (Tlaiss and Elamin, 2016; Alfarran et al., 2018; Tlaiss and Al Waqfi, 

2020). Using data from two different – but purposely selected – firms, the research in this 

paper demonstrates how state workforce localization policies – the Saudi Nitaqat programme 

in this case – affect gendered power relations in private sector settings where women workers 

have hitherto been absent. Using Bradley’s (1999) relational conception of gendered power, 

something which recognizes the potential of feminization in employment to alter relations 

between men and women at work, provides a means of analyzing and interpreting the 

changing dynamics of gender and power relations in Saudi workplaces in the context of 

Nitaqat. 

 

Our cases of gendered workplace relations in Saudi Arabia – a highly patriarchal setting 

(Adham and Hammer, 2019) – highlight the important ways in which (male) managerial 

power operates for the purpose of effecting control over women workers in more feminized 

workplace settings. In Alkabda the male senior management drew on relevant economic, 

positional and technical power resources to elicit the compliance of, and thus secure effort 

from, women workers, using a highly coercive system of management control which treated 

the women as if they were commodities. This is consistent with existing work which 

highlights the preference of firms to focus on meeting their Nitaqat quota requirement in such 

a way (Alshanbri et al., 2015). Aram sought to make use of women workers in a very 

different manner. In hiring qualified women to work in its interior design function the 

company saw the feminization of employment, in the context of Nitaqat, as a business 

opportunity. It treated women as a valued resource, providing a high-trust environment in 

which they felt motivated to contribute effort because of the autonomy they perceived in their 

job roles. The case of Aram, then, is suggestive of the more positive climate of gender 
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equality evident in some Saudi firms (Tlass and Al Waqfi, 2020). But it also demonstrates the 

important way in which, in the Saudi context, male management can make use of symbolic 

power resources – the cultivation of a highly unitary and paternalistic ‘family-like’ 

environment – for the purpose of fostering gendered normative control over women workers.  

 

The cases of Alkabda and Aram demonstrate the varied ways in which patriarchal power 

operates in Saudi private sector workplaces that, in the context of Nitaqat, have become more 

feminized. Yet consistent with Bradley’s (1999) relational conception of gendered power, 

one which recognizes the scope for variation in how the power dynamics between men and 

women operate, relations between male managers and the women workers in the two firms 

were complex, and cannot just be attributed to patriarchy. The women were by no means 

subjugated to (male) managerial authority in a straightforward manner; indeed, by virtue of 

their employment, and the dependency of Alkabda and Aram on their labour, they had 

derived power resources of their own which they could use to exercise some influence and 

control over their own working lives. In the case of Alkabda, for example, the firm’s reliance 

on women workers had given the women an important degree of economic power. Evidence 

of a ‘labour problem’, manifest in high absence and turnover rates, as the women responded 

to the harsh conditions by withdrawing their effort, raises questions about the sustainability of 

an approach that treats women workers as commodities for the purpose of Nitaqat 

compliance. In Aram, the nature of their jobs had clearly given women workers greater 

technical power, linked to the expertise required in their job roles. That said, though, Aram’s 

approach was predicated on the gendered assumption that certain types of work – in this case 

interior design – are considered particularly suitable for women. 
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Perhaps the most striking feature of our research concerns the greater personal power 

resources the women in both firms had acquired as a consequence of their participation in 

employment. The findings from the Aram case are consistent with existing work that points 

to the diminution of barriers to women’s progression in the workplace and the increasing 

opportunities they have to develop their careers that exist in the Saudi private sector (Al-

Asfour et al., 2017; Rutledge and Al Shamsi, 2016; Tlaiss and Al Waqfi, 2020). Yet even in 

Alkabda exposure to the workplace had given the women greater personal power resources, 

arising from their increased sense of independence and eagerness to improve their prospects. 

The research thus demonstrates how workforce localization policies such as Nitaqat, by 

stimulating the greater feminization of employment (Al-Asfour et al., 2017; Rutledge and Al 

Shamsi, 2016), influence how gendered power operates in the workplace by potentially 

attenuating longstanding and deep-rooted patriarchal relations. While patriarchal power is 

clearly present, manifest in the control and authority exercised over women workers by male 

management, especially in Alkabda, the dependency of both firms on women workers, and 

the women’s own greater economic, personal and technical power resources derived from 

their experience of employment, highlight the changing dynamics of gendered power 

relations in Saudi workplaces under Nitaqat.  

 

An important contribution of the gendered power relations approach, as applied in this paper, 

is that it enables us to build upon existing studies that focus on understanding workplace 

relations and emphasize the importance of labour issues in Saudi firms (Adham and Hammer, 

2019; Adham and Hammer, 2020). It does so by attesting to the importance of understanding 

gender relations in Saudi private sector workplaces, as employers become more dependent 

upon women workers. Importantly, the research demonstrates that Saudi women workers 

have their own interests and agency, in the context of the employment relationship, with the 
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implication that the gender liberalization trajectory in Saudi Arabia is a function of women’s 

accumulation of greater economic, personal and technical power resources, derived from 

their experience of employment, and is thus not just restricted to top-down government 

reforms. One limitation of the research approach was that data were not collected from male 

workers in either firm. Moreover, the senior (male) management team in Alkabda also 

declined to participate in the research, limiting data collection in that firm. Yet in 

emphasizing the importance of gendered power relations the paper highlights how greater 

feminization of employment, in the context of Nitaqat, has altered the gendered dynamics of 

workplace relations in Saudi Arabia. Further studies of women workers in Saudi Arabia 

would be valuable, not just for the purpose of providing additional evidence of their 

experiences and orientations, but also for ascertaining what any changes in the gendered 

nature of workplace relations mean for HRM in private sector workplaces and the 

implications for broader policy reform in Saudi Arabia.  
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Table 1: Fieldwork details 

 Alkabda  

Non-participant 

observation 

7 days  

Interviewees 

(pseduonyms)  

Job role Duration of employment in current 

firm 

Sara Salesperson 1 month 

Mona Salesperson 6 years 

Huda Salesperson 2 years 

Noura Salesperson 2 months 

Hind Salesperson 3 months 

Fay Salesperson 8 months 

Dalal HR manager 3 years 

   

 Aram  

Non-participant 

observation 

12 days  

Interviewees 

(pseduonyms)  

Job role Duration of employment in current 

firm 

Hadeel Interior designer and 

supervisor of female 

employees 

3 years 

Alaa Interior designer 9 months 

Modhi Interior designer 2 years 

Noor Interior designer 1 year and 9 months 

Abdullah (male) Group HR manager 5 years 

Fahad (male) Owner-manager 7 years 
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Figure 1: illustrative extract of the coding process 
 

 
 

  

 

 

 


