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INTRODUCTION 

HRM in the Middle East: toward a greater understanding 

Fida Afiounia*, Huub Ruëlb and Randall Schulerc,d 

aOlayan School of Business, American University of Beirut, Beirut, Lebanon; bSchool of Business 
and Economics, Windesheim University of Applied Sciences, Zwolle, The Netherlands; cSchool of 
Management and Labor Relations, Rutgers University, New Brunswick, NJ, USA; dLorange Institute 

of Business Zurich, Zurich, Switzerland 

Since the publication of the first special issue on human resource management (HRM) 
in the Middle East in this journal in 2007, the last seven years have witnessed a 
significant increase in the volume and breadth of topics relating to HRM in the region. 
Our aim in this special issue is to contribute to a greater understanding of HRM 
research and practices in the Middle East, hoping to push the research agenda forward. 
To achieve our aim, we critically examine the direction that HRM research on the 
Middle East has taken in the last seven years. We then point to current and future 
challenges facing the region, and suggest how these regional realities are likely to 
shape HRM research and practices, thus suggesting avenues for further research. 
Finally, we present the nine articles included in this special issue. Taken together, these 
articles provide a better understanding of the challenging issues facing both employees 
and organizations in the region, point to important new developments in theory and 
practice and open up avenues for further debate particularly in the areas of employment 
nationalization policies, self-initiated expatriation, local employee’s view on expatriate 
managers, female talent retention, knowledge transfer from multinational corporations 
to local subsidiaries, high performance work systems, and employee and leaders’ 
behaviors. 

Keywords: human resource management; HRM challenges; HRM practices; HRM 
research; international HRM; Middle East 

Introduction 

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in contextualizing research in human 
resource management (HRM) as well as in the organizational sciences in general 
(Mowday and Sutton 1993; Rousseau and Fried 2001; Tsui 2004; Osland and Osland 
2005; Johns 2006; Dewettinck and Remue 2010). Considering context and its multilayered 
and multifaceted nature makes our interpretations of employee behavior more accurate 
and our understanding of HRM development and implementation more informed (Schuler 
and Rogovsky 1998; Aycan et al. 2000; Gerhart and Fang 2005). 

In line with this trend, our aim in this special issue is to lead toward a greater 
understanding of HRM research and practice in the Middle East, hopeful to push the 
research agenda forward. The idea germinated following a sequence of human resource 
(HR) symposia presented at the Academy of Management’s Annual Meetings since 2010. 
Since that date, one or two symposia were organized yearly by the guest editors of this 
special issue sometimes in collaboration with other colleagues, presenting each year 
relevant issues to both research and practice in regards to HRM in the Middle East. 
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Following these series of symposia, we sensed a genuine interest for greater concerted 
efforts to explore the content and boundaries of HRM in the region. In this regard, we were 
able to connect with well-established as well as emerging scholars in the field. 
Furthermore, we sensed that this interest in the region was not duly reflected in academic 
research, with only two special issues dedicated to HRM in the region. The first, published 
in this journal in 2007, was edited by Budhwar and Mellahi, and the second, published in 
the Journal of World Business in 2011, was edited by Mellahi, Demirbag and Riddle and 
focused on multinationals in the Middle East. 

In their introduction, Budhwar and Mellahi (2007) noted that there was scarce 
information available regarding different aspects of HRM in the region and that the special 
issue therefore aimed to show tentative steps undertaken to research HRM in the region. 
Today, we cannot say the same, as the last seven years have witnessed a significant 
increase in the volume and breadth of relevant publications. HRM scholars’ interest in the 
region is clearly gaining momentum, focus and rigor, as will be briefly fleshed out in the 
next section. Therefore, our purpose in this introduction is to achieve three key objectives: 
first, we want to identify the direction that research on HRM in the region has taken since 
the publication of the first special issue on HRM in the region in 2007. Second, we want to 
point to current realities at play in the region and suggest how these contextual factors are 
likely to shape HRM research and practices over the next few years. Finally, we want to 
present the nine articles included in this special issue that embody the latest research on 
HRM in the region and engage the reader in a critical reflection about HRM in the Middle 
East and the way forward. 

Current directions of HRM research in the Middle East 

This section is not meant to be an exhaustive review of the existing literature on HRM in 
the Middle East as much as it is interested in critically examining the direction that this 
research has taken over the last seven years. For a thorough review on HRM in the Arab 
Middle East, the reader can refer to Afiouni, Karam and El-Hajj (2013). 

As noted previously by HRM scholars studying the region, the Middle East is highly 
diverse in terms of languages, ethnicities, religions, as well as political and economic 
systems (Budhwar and Mellahi 2007; Hutchings, Metcalfe and Cooper 2010; Mellahi, 
Demirbag, and Riddle 2011). 

This diversity within the region is mirrored in academic scholarship that remains 
fragmented, conceptual and descriptive in nature, making generalizations difficult 
(Afiouni et al. 2013). In the same line, Zahra (2011) states that most of the research on the 
region remains anecdotal, case study based, normative and conceptual. Budhwar and 
Mellahi (2007) offered interesting insights on the nascent HRM research and gave 
visibility and momentum to HRM research on the region. Nevertheless, the paucity of 
research at that time did not allow drawing a conclusive and comprehensive picture of 
HRM in the Middle East. In the following section, we will try to capture the direction that 
HRM in the region has taken over the last seven years. 

First, the volume of publications has increased since 2007, and the quality of 
manuscripts has improved significantly and started to appear in more prestigious and 
impactful journals. From being purely descriptive and conceptual, research on HRM in the 
Middle East is gaining theoretical depth, methodological rigor as well as a clearer focus 
around themes that we will briefly flesh out at the end of this section. 

Second, the countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), more specifically the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE), occupy a central position in the research on HRM in the 
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Middle East, while countries such as Syria, Yemen and Iraq have received very little 
attention. Moreover, we have started to see the beginning of multicountry research 
agendas in the region, such as the recent publications of Karam and Afiouni (2013) as well 
as Afiouni et al. (2013) that span across a dozen of Arab countries in the region. 

In terms of the research focus, there seems to be a continued interest with questions 
about why and to what extent there are differences in HR practices across countries. 
These differences are often attributed to cultural factors (Aycan, Al-Hamadi, Davis and 
Budhwar 2007; Leat and El-Kot 2007; Behery and Paton 2008; Katou, Budhwar, Woldu 
and Al-Hamadi 2010), Islam (Al-Hamadi, Budhwar and Shipton 2007; Ali 2010; Branine 
and Pollard 2010; Hashim 2010; Mellahi and Budhwar 2010; Yeganeh and Su 2011) and 
employment policies and their implications on locals and expatriates, namely, in GCC 
countries (Harry 2007, Rees,Mamman and Bin Braik 2007; Forstenlechner 2009; Randeree 
2009; Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner 2010; Al Ariss and Syed 2011; Forstenlechner and 
Mellahi 2011; Forstenlechner, Lettice and O ¨ zbilgin 2011; Williams, Bhanugopan and Fish 
2011; Bashir 2012; Forstenlechner, Madi, Selim and Rutledge 2012). 

A research stream currently gaining momentum pertains to various aspects of women 
at work in the region. Topics of interest revolve around how culture, namely Islam and 
patriarchal norm structures, affect women at work (Metcalfe 2007, 2008; Al-Kharouf and 
Weir 2008; Omair 2008; Elamin and Omair 2010; Syed 2010; Burke and El-Kot 2011; 
Karam and Afiouni 2013), the impact of globalization on women at work (Hutchings et al. 
2010; Hutchings, Lirio and Metcalfe 2012; Harrison and Michailova 2012), women’s 
career patterns and success (Burke, Koyuncu and Fiksenbaum 2007; Newburry, Belkin 
and Ansari 2007; Ballout 2008; Omair 2010; Tlaiss and Kauser 2010, 2011a,b), women 
entrepreneurs and leaders (Al-Lamky 2007, Jamali 2009; Weeks 2009; Goby and Erogul 
2011; Itani, Sidani and Baalbaki 2011; Metcalfe 2011; Hattab 2012) and gender equality 
and diversity (Syed, O ¨ zbilgin, Torunoglu and Ali 2009; Jamali, Abdallah and Hmaidan 
2010; Neal 2010; Soltani 2010; Syed, Burke and Acar 2010) and work–life balance 
(Burke and El-Kot 2010; Karam, Afiouni and Nasr 2013) 

These trending topics on HRM in the Middle East are beginning to form a body of 
knowledge that can help address the current regional realities in the region. In the following 
section, we try to brush a picture of the region and point out directions for further research. 

Current regional realities and future research directions 

Recent focus on the Middle East in research and on the news often highlights the multitude 
of challenges faced by individuals, groups, companies and governments aiming to revive 
economic growth in the region (de Soto 2011; Karam and Jamali 2013). The ongoing 
conflict in the ‘Holy Land’, the Arab uprisings and their political, social and economic 
implications, the violent conflicts in Syria and the sectarian divide among people and 
nations keep on presenting the Middle East as a region that is volatile and uncertain place 
for doing business. 

Undeniably, the current uprisings in many Arab states are pushing toward concrete 
reforms that would allow the increasingly educated youth to find decent employment. 
Young people, many of whom face debilitating unemployment, are demanding that their 
voices be heard. Zahra (2011) points to these and other factors as signs of even greater 
imminent change. But this focus on immediate issues, however compelling, should not 
draw attention away from long-term trends and economic growth that characterizes the 
region (Saddi, Sabbagh and Shediac 2012). So what does the full picture of the Middle 
East look like? 
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Contrary to many outsiders’ perceptions, the last decade in the Middle East has been 
one of steady economic expansion. The compound annual real GDP growth rate from 2007 
through 2010 was 6% in Egypt, 4.2% in Tunisia, 6.1% in Oman, 16.1% in Qatar and 4.6% 
for the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region overall (Saddi, Sabbagh, Shediac 
and Jamjoum 2012). In comparison, the worldwide economic growth rate was 1.8% for the 
same years. This growth is at least partially attributable to wide-ranging economic reform. 
Governments have promoted the private sector and trade, made it easier to do business and 
created more jobs for women (Saddi et al. 2012). 

But today the advent of the Arab Spring is adding pressure to unemployment rates, 
which are expected to increase, given the slowdown in economic activity in the most 
affected countries (O’Sullivan, Rey and Mendez 2011). Nevertheless, the opportunity for 
political reform in the Middle East region is unprecedented, and political change cannot be 
dissociated from further economic reforms. The numerous challenges facing many 
countries in the region – such as high unemployment, low female labor force participation 
rates, low levels of private sector development, weak public and corporate governance, 
bloated public sectors, limited competition and pervasive corruption – will need to be 
addressed (O’Sullivan et al. 2011). The current events provide an opportunity to develop a 
more transparent and effective economic governance to unleash the region’s economic 
potential. 

In light of these realities, scholarship on HRM in the region can play an instrumental 
role in addressing these pressing issue namely that, as noted by Zahra (2011), the 
transitions taking place in the Arab Middle East offer management scholars an 
unprecedented quasi-experimental setting in which to examine theories and frameworks. 
The following areas constitute in our view interesting directions for further research on 
HRM in the Middle East: 

Job creation is the first priority in the MENA region. The available evidence indicates 
that the region suffers from long-term unemployment, ranging between 10% and 25%, and 
that the employment situation is likely to worsen in the context of recent events 
(O’Sullivan et al. 2011). Youth unemployment is about 25% in Jordan and Egypt, closer to 
30% in Saudi Arabia and Tunisia and nearly 50% in the Palestinian Authority. 
Furthermore, the 2.8 million young workers who enter the labor market every year are 
finding it increasingly difficult to find formal employment (O’Sullivan et al. 2011). 
Unemployment is also disproportionately high among women. According to the World 
Economic Forum’s (2012) Global Gender Gap Report, significant progress has been made 
in the region to increase women’s educational attainment rates, and over the past decade, 
almost all MENA countries have closed 90% or more of the gender gap in education. 
However, these improvements in education have not been matched with comparable 
increases in female labor force participation rates: approximately 33% of working-age 
women join the labor force, compared with 56% in low- and middle-income countries and 
61% in the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) member 
countries (O’Sullivan et al. 2011). The very low participation of women in the labor force 
and low employment levels are widely considered a missed opportunity for economic 
growth and development (International Labor Organization 2010). 

Research on HRM in the region has begun to address the job creation challenge along 
various streams, such as the national employment policies namely in the GCC countries 
and women’s entrepreneurship and women at work in the region, as discussed in the 
previous section. Continuing to build a strong body of research along these lines is very 
relevant to the region, and engaging in multilevel and multicountry research can help 
move this research agenda forward. Further attention can also be given to the youth’s 
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values, career aspirations, and leadership development and entrepreneurship. Moreover, as 
more educated women will be joining the labor force, attention to women’s career 
development and leadership development is needed. 

Further research is also needed to suggest ways in which companies can align their 
HR practices to their business strategies while accounting for external institutional 
realities. In the case of multinational corporations (MNCs) for example, to what extent can 
HR practices be standardized/localized and what are the trade-offs that need to be made to 
ensure survival without compromising business competitiveness? There may also be 
practical benefit as suggested by Afiouni et al. (2013) to explore and compile the type and 
scope of adaptations that MNCs have made to their HRM practices when applied and 
practiced in the region. 

Finally, the region can also benefit from research on HRM and innovation. For the 
region to position itself as a sustainable environment for economic growth, it is imperative 
for countries and companies to find competitive edges and put emphasis on innovation. 
The role of HRM on firm innovation in the Middle East has yet not been explored, but 
definitely needs attention. 

The special issue 

We present in this special issue nine papers that bring together the various threads that 
characterize the ongoing debate on HRM in the region and hopefully contribute to a 
greater understanding of HRM in the Middle East. Examples of these threads include 
employment nationalization policies, self-initiated expatriation, local employee’s view on 
expatriate managers, female talent retention, knowledge transfer from MNCs to local 
subsidiaries, high performance work systems, and employee and leaders’ behaviors. 

The theme of our special issue is broad and therefore attracted a large number of 
variant submissions covering a variety of countries and topics. All submitted papers went 
through a rigorous selection process, and the main inclusion criteria used to select articles 
were the overall quality of the paper, the relevance of the topics covered and the 
theoretical contributions. During the process of selection, we were mindful to include as 
many relevant topics and countries as possible to reflect the diversity of countries and 
issues in this region. 

The first paper by Katty Marmenout and Pamela Lirio focuses on the Gulf countries 
and intends to increase our understanding of how female talent can be retained in the 
workforce. Although Gulf countries rank particularly well in educational achievements, 
these achievements are not yet transferring to the workplace. Therefore, they seek to 
understand the reasons behind the leaking pipeline for local female talent in the Gulf. 
Particularly, they probe why retention of Emirati women in the workforce has been 
difficult to achieve. From an in-depth study of 18 Emirati women professionals emerged 
four key challenges Emirati women need to navigate to remain in the workforce. The study 
also revealed four salient strategies used to respond to those challenges. Thus, Marmenout 
and Lirio contribute to the literature in three ways: first, by increasing our understanding of 
the external business reality specific to the Gulf region and the UAE; second, by 
understanding the needs of internal stakeholders, namely the Emirati female employees; 
and third, by recognizing the need to incorporate those elements into the core of HR 
management and developing HR practices in the region. On a more practical level, this 
paper helps address the pervasive challenge of women’s employment in the region. 

The second paper by Mohammed Al-Waqfi and Ingo Forstenlechner explores key 
barriers to the workforce nationalization policy in the UAE (Emiratization) and addresses 



138 F. Afiouni et al. 

thus a key concern for both scholars and practitioners in the region. Analyzing data from 
interviews with a sample of 32 senior managers and HR professionals from a variety of 
economic sectors, they identify various barriers to employment of citizens within the 
institutional context in the local labor market. They further assess the effectiveness of 
the Emiratization policy as practiced so far and provide recommendations in regards to 
the needed changes in regulations, policy tools and mechanisms, and parameters 
of compliance. These recommendations help ensure effective implementation of an 
Emiratization program that can significantly contribute to alleviating the unemployment 
problem among citizens and ensuring their effective integration into the labor market in 
both the public and private sectors. 

The third paper by Jenny Rodriguez and Tracy Scurry lays out the tensions 
experienced by self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) in Qatar in relation to career capital 
development. Their study draws on data gathered from 20 in-depth semi-structured 
interviews of SIEs working in Qatar. The findings of the paper challenge the idea that self-
initiated expatriation always leads to career capital accumulation, and the authors argue 
that contextual features impact individuals’ agentic efforts toward career capital 
accumulation and leads them to experience ‘career capital stagnation’. This idea is 
comprehensively developed within a tripartite categorization of SIEs based on the way 
they position themselves as well as the way in which they are positioned in the context. 
Through the use of three metaphors, cosmopolitan globetrotters, experts and outsiders, the 
paper adopts a multianalytical approach that elaborates on the challenge of career capital 
development at three fundamental analytical levels: macrocountry, meso-organizational 
and microindividual. This provides an excellent backdrop to highlight the importance and 
uniqueness of context and contributes to broadening the discussion on the relationship 
between labor expatriation and context, and its implications on careers. Empirically, 
it adds to our understanding of SIEs, in particular their experiences of career capital 
development in a highly regulated environment in the developing world. 

The fourth paper by Jawad Syed, Nour Hazboun and Peter Murray sheds light on the 
expatriate–local relationship based on local employees’ perspectives of expatriate 
managers. Drawing on a survey of local employees working in three western multinational 
banks in Jordan, the authors explore local employees’ views on expatriate managers and 
their performance. The study reveals that local employees are generally indifferent to their 
manager’s nationality as long as the manager has the capability to drive the subsidiary 
forward. However, one key concern of locals is the ability of expatriates to adapt to the 
local culture and business environment. Overall, the study suggests that HR managers in 
the Middle East ought to pay special attention to assisting both expatriates as well as local 
employees to enhance mutual cross-cultural understanding and organizational 
performance. HR managers may need to more clearly communicate organizational 
goals and policies particularly with respect to the use of expatriate managers. Contextual 
understanding and actual performance are crucial for expatriate assignments to be seen in 
positive light. 

The fifth paper by Faten Baddar Al-Husan, Fawaz Baddar Al-Hussan and Stephen 
Perkins empirically examines HRM knowledge transfer and the factors that facilitate or 
hinder MNCs in building organizational routines around HRM exchanges with subsidiary 
businesses in the Middle East. The study uses three longitudinal case studies of HR reform 
within privatized Jordanian undertaking that have been acquired by French MNCs, 
associated with the Jordanian government’s structural reforms and privatization strategy 
to improve economic performance, develop local talent and acquire western technical and 
managerial know-how. The findings draw attention to the need to focus on building 
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absorptive capacity of local subsidiaries at all levels, within a supportive organizational 
climate, mindful of contextual socioeconomic conditions of the region. The findings also 
highlight that HRM knowledge transfer and practice change, mediated through managerial 
predisposition, are shaped by processes of ‘socially rich’ communication focused on trust-
building, semantic fit and experiential learning. Overall, the paper adds to the current 
debate on MNCs in the Middle East and the international human resource management 
(IHRM) literature more generally by surfacing the influence of individual learning and 
prior socialization on HRM outcomes resulting from interactions between managers from 
both parent company sources and those embedded in subsidiary operations. 

The sixth paper by Boumediene Ramdani, Kamel Mellahi, Cherif Guermat and Rabah 
Kechad revisits the debate on the effectiveness of HRM ‘best practices’ in the Middle 
Eastern context. They do this by empirically examining the impact of high performance 
work practices (HPWP) on both employee and organizational outcomes in Algerian firms. 
Their findings reveal that while HPWP lead to positive employee attitudes and motivation, 
for a variety of reasons, this is not always reflected in enhanced organizational 
effectiveness and financial performance. In addition to shedding new light on the efficacy 
of HPWP in the Middle Eastern context, their findings raise interesting questions 
concerning the link between employee-level outcomes and organizational-level 
performance in Algerian firms. 

The seventh paper by Ahmed Mostafa and Julian Gould-Williams falls within the 
stream of research that examines the mechanisms through which high performance HR 
practices (HPHRP) affect employee outcomes. More specifically, this paper examines one 
such mechanism, person–organization (P-O) fit, on the relationship between HPHRP, job 
satisfaction and organizational citizenship behaviors (OCBs). Using a sample of 671 
professionals in the Egyptian health and higher education sectors, a partial mediation 
model is outlined and tested using structural equation modeling. The study results show 
that HPHRP had a positive relationship with P-O fit, job satisfaction and OCBs. 
Furthermore, P-O fit had a positive relationship with job satisfaction and OCBs, and 
partially mediated the relationship between HPHRP, job satisfaction and OCBs. Thus, the 
findings show that the adoption of HPHRP not only leads to desirable employee outcomes, 
but is also associated with better fit between employees and organizations. As such, the 
authors recommend that managers should endeavor to use HPHRP to facilitate greater 
congruence between employees and organizations in order to achieve improved employee 
attitudes and behaviors. The paper thus contributes to increasing the international breadth 
of empirical research on the link between HPHRP and employee outcomes. 

The eighth paper by Dianne Bealer and Ramudu Bhanugopan aims to understand the 
distinctiveness of the leadership styles displayed in the Middle East, particularly in the 
UAE context. The paper draws on a sample of 213 managers from several countries 
representing divergent institutional contexts working in the UAE. It therefore examines 
and compares the leadership behavior of expatriate and national managers in the UAE so 
as to identify their distinct styles and approaches. The results revealed that significant 
differences existed on two dimensions of leadership practice between the sets of 
managers; managers in the UAE were found to be less transformational and more passive 
avoidant than managers in the USA and Europe. The findings of the study are useful for 
understanding employees’ behavior in different cultural environments and allow managers 
in the UAE to gain awareness of the different expectations of their multicultural work 
force. 

The ninth and final paper by Ronika Chakrabarti, Bradely Barnes, Pierre Berthon, 
Leyland Pitt and Lien Monkhouse explores the orientations and behavioral preferences of 
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225 international sales agents (ISAs) who primarily operate within markets of the UAE. 
The data were analyzed using structural equation modeling. The findings show that both 
positive and negative feedback lead to greater learning and performance orientation that in 
turn influence ISAs located in the Middle East to work harder and smarter, which 
ultimately leverages performance outcomes. The findings extend the extant literature by 
providing fresh insights in an interfirm and international context. On a practical level, this 
study provides valuable insights for managers to develop appropriate strategies for dealing 
with the complexities involved with ISAs in the Middle East. 

Conclusion 

Overall, since 2007, when the first special issue on HRM in the Middle East appeared in 
The International Journal of Human Resource Management, a great deal of additional 
high-quality research on the Middle East has been published. We believe that the papers in 
this special issue are representative of this trend. Together, all the articles in both special 
issues provide us with a much greater understanding of concerns and challenges associated 
with managing HRs in the Middle East. Clearly HRM research on the Middle East region 
has proven to have substance and deserves further attention. The articles in this special 
issue offer many suggestions for further fruitful research on HRM in the region. 
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