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Abstract: This study investigates the defining characteristics of Arab management and takes into account
the impact of societal and cultural factors on Arab managerial practices that provoked different opinions
in the field of management thought. The proposition merits investigation because it takes place in the
wake of the Arab Spring that emphasizes democratic change in Arab leadership styles and political
systems. Hence, any evaluation of the underlying causes of this turmoil would recognize that a
fundamental transformation in Arab management and leadership styles is also required; a transformation
that creates an acceptance and eagerness to do things differently, and to keep pace with the rapidly
developing societal and cultural environment. To achieve its objective, the study adopts a qualitative
content analysis that incorporates the review and analysis of different studies that highlight features of
Arab societal culture and the varied perspectives of Arab management styles. The study also considers
some of the underlying causes and possible outcomes of the current Arab uprising as a possible basis for
re-positioning Arab management in a new paradigm of management.
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1. Introduction

Research (Ali, 2009; and Sabri, 2004) indicates that Arab societies have a distinct cultural profile that
surface in certain models of management. In this context, authors illustrated a model of Arab
management that mostly originates in the tribal culture and provided a 'Bedou-cracy' (Abdel-Khaleq,
1984) and 'Sheikho-cracy' (Al-Kubaisy, 1985) models that manifest in traditional bureaucratic design and
prevailing power culture. These tribal models demonstrate Arab management practices as a mix of
hierarchical authority, rules and regulations contingent on personality and power of individuals who
make them, subordination of efficiency to personal relations and connections, uncertainty in decision
making, nepotism and a generally patriarchal approach. Other research, on the other hand, (Khadra,
1990), explored Arab management from an Islamic perspective and introduced a 'Prophetic-Caliphate'
model of Arab management in which the leader is a 'great man' who follows Islamic rules and displays a
remarkable confidence in his behavior and action by being compassionate, attentive, and flexible leader.
Lately, much of the research (House et al, 2004; Hofstede, 2010; Hickson & Pugh, 2002; Sabri, 2007)
employed a cross-cultural comparative perspective in examining Arab managerial and leadership styles,
and observed that Arab executives face many organizational and managerial problems, which represent
critical challenges in their quest to enhance their competitive advantage in the global work environment.
These different views of Arab management will be the focus of this study. Specifically, the study
investigates Arab management practices as explored within three perspectives: the tribal; the Islamic,
and the current. In addition, the study takes into account the recent Arab Spring that calls for reform in
the leadership and political systems, as a possible basis for re-positioning and transforming Arab
managerial styles into a new paradigm of management.

Purpose and Significance of the Study: In spite of increasing interests in cross-cultural research, the
study of the culture and behaviors of management and business in the contemporary Arab world is a
relatively recent incidence (Weir, 2005). Hitti (1996) argued, however, that the point of how much
contemporary Arab culture remains traditional is a question that should constantly be tested because
cultural values, which have been largely assumed to foster it, are changing. This study responds to this
proposition and provides an analysis of the driving forces that advance the emergence of models of Arab
management. The study is important and timely as it takes place in the wake of the remarkable Arab
Spring that draws the attention to major cultural and political transformations in the Arab world. This
Arab Spring, many deem, is empowering, and has shifted the power scale towards Arab citizens away
from a rigid form of governance. Hence, the author believes that it is likely to spill over and influence
many other aspects of Arab societies, among of which are Arab management and leadership styles.
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Moreover, as the development prospects of Arab countries are increasingly linked to their leadership
capabilities and the quality of their work forces, addressing the issue becomes a critical challenge for Arab
organizations to enhance their competitive advantage in the global work environment.

2. Methodology

The choice of Arab culture and Arab management as a research area was shaped by a combination of
personal interest, experience and opportunity. Zinn (1979) suggests that a researcher working within
his/her own culture is able to interpret the meaning because of familiarity with that culture and an
understanding of how events may be perceived. Temple (1997: 607), argues also that "the researcher's
identity and experience are critical to the success of the research. The researchers' intellectual
autobiography influences what they know and their experience influences what they research." Hathaway
(1995) maintains, however, that decisions about which kind of research method to use may be based on
the researcher's own experience and preference, the population being researched, the proposed audience
for findings, time, money and other resources available. Therefore, to gain a better understanding,
through in-depth exploration and description of the Arab culture and management, the researcher
believes that a qualitative content analysis is the most appropriate to use (Myers, 2000). Thus, the
research methodology encompasses the review of different studies that highlight features of Arab culture
and its reflections on Arab management styles. It should be noted however, that the author refers to the
Arabs as one nation, or one integrated society, which shares some common characteristics: the
environment, the people, the language, the religion, the social structure and the culture but lacks a unified
political system (Barakat, 2008).

3. Arab Management in Perspective

Arab Identity, Society and Culture: Touma (1996) considers an 'Arab’ the one who is a national of an
Arab state, has command of the Arabic language, and possesses a fundamental knowledge of Arab
tradition, customs, and political and social systems of the culture. Patai (2002), Lewis (1993) and Resto
(2003) argue that the original Arabs are the Bedouins inhabiting the Arabian Peninsula and the Syrian
Desert. Patai (2002) deems that in the first historical appearance of the Arabs they were camel-herding
desert Bedouins, and hence, throughout centuries, the association between Arabs and the desert has
never ceased. However, after the foundation of Islam the term 'Arab’ came to denote all the peoples who,
after having been converted to Islam, gave up their ancestral languages and adopted Arabic instead.
Simultaneously, the Arab conquerors of the new lands lost their originally tribal character, settled down,
and became town inhabitants (Patai, 2002). However, Ibn Khaldun (1969), distinguished between
sedentary Muslims who used to be nomadic Arabs and the Bedouin nomadic Arabs of the desert. He used
the term "formerly-nomadic" Arabs and referred to sedentary Muslims by the region or city they lived in,
as Egyptians, Spaniards and Yemenis.

Zahra (1980), Almaney (1981), Ali (1996) and Hickson and Pugh (2002), viewed the Arab's cultural
patterns having their roots in the Bedouin origins and primitive tribes. Other research on the Arab world
observe 'language and religion' as distinguishing characteristics of Arab culture and society. Weir (2005)
argues, for instance, that Arab societal culture is a major influence within the Arab region, though it
exhibits as much internal diversity in attitudes, behavior and systems of government and administration.
This is largely due to the dominance of one Arabic language and a unifying religion, Islam, which accounts
for approximately twenty percent of the world's believers. Sulaiman (2007) contends also that the Arabs
are defined by their culture, not by race; and their culture is defined by Arabism and Islam. The Arab
identity, as such, is a culturally defined identity, which means being an Arab is being someone whose
mother culture, or dominant culture, is Arabism. Sulaiman (2007) adds also that being an Arab does not
contradict with being non-Muslim or non-Semitic or not being a citizen of an Arab state.

Ali (1993) argues, however, that before the birth of modern Arab nations, Arab countries have been
subjected to external and internal sources of influence resulting in cultural discontinuity that broke the
link of Arab generations with their cultural heritage and principles and affected negatively the
development of Arab management thinking, causing the breakdown of Arab stamina and morale. Based
on his empirical cross-cultural research on work values, Hofstede (2001) categorized the Arab societies
with high inclination to power and authority (large power-distance), high tendency to avoiding risk and
uncertainty (uncertainty avoidance), domination of males over females (masculinity) and collectivism
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manifested in a close long-term commitment and loyalty to the family and the tribe that over-ride most
other societal rules.

The high Power Distance in Arab societies is an indicative of inequality of power and wealth within the
society. The head of family has absolute power and is responsible for the family's life and well-being;
hence, all family members must obey and respect his wishes. Subordination of children to the father, the
younger to the older, and females to males is also common in Arab culture. Children are also brought up
to be obedient and submissive rather than autonomous which instill in them a sense of dependency, lack
of self reliance, and weakness of character (Sharabi, 1990). Therefore, allegiance in Arab countries
extends to the societal and political systems through the patronage structure. However, Hofstede (2004)
argues that when power and rules are combined, they create a situation where leaders have virtually
ultimate authority, and the rules, laws and regulations developed by those in power reinforce their own
leadership and control. Therefore, it is not unusual for new leadership to arise from armed insurrection,
rather than from diplomatic or democratic change.

4. Arab Management Approaches

Weir (2005) believes that there is considerable evidence that management in the Arab world is unique
and fits its own mold. In addition to the American, European and Japanese cultures of management, Weir
(1998 & 2001) identified a 'fourth paradigm’, as a guide to the study of management in Arab countries. He
illustrated the key components of this model as fairly rooted in the nature of Islam and social and political
life in the Arab world. He believes, therefore, that Western ideas of democracy, equality and participation
may be somewhat alien to the Arab social behavior in which kinship, local, regional and clan loyalties are
significant. Hickson and Pugh (2002) demonstrated also that the history of the Arabs exerted four
primary influences over Arabs in general and Arab management in particular: the Bedouin and wider
tribal inheritance, Islam, foreign rule and the oil thirsty West. Ali (2009) also found that the major
influences associated with the study of Arab management are: language, history, religion, traditional
tribal values and external forces.

However, Dadfar (1993) argued that Arab management systems should be explored within the
predominant values adopted from ‘tribalism', Islam and Westernization. In this context, scholars
undertook the study of Arab management within different approaches: the tribal approach that results in
traditional bureaucratic design and prevailing power culture (Al-Kubaisy, 1985); the 'prophetic-caliphate’
approach which undertakes an Islamic viewpoint (Khadra, 1990); and finally the current approach that
adopts a cross-cultural perspective in analyzing Arab management and leadership styles (House et al,
2004; Hofstede, 2010; Hickson & Pugh, 2002; Sabri, 2007).

The Tribal Approach: The early Arabs, before the emergence of Islam, valued the work in trade and
commerce. Their life within the Bedouin environment emphasized patience, group cohesion, cooperation
and allegiance within their same tribe, therefore, all relations and loyalties are centered on family or
tribes units (Sharabi, 1988). The family patriarch has absolute power in the family and is responsible for
the family's life and well-being. In return all members of the family must obey him and respect his wishes.
Face-saving and status-consciousness are often important values within tribal culture (Gregg, 2005). In
relation to others, they valued competition and revenge but they also valued hospitality and generosity
(Almaney, 1981). However, Armajani and Ricks (1986) indicated that after the emergence of 'Islam’, the
Semitic tribes of Arabia were unified and conquered non-Arab countries. The Arabs linked the process of
Islamization by mixing Bedouin norms and values with the Islamic ones and introduced them to the con-
quered nations.

Dadfar (1993) believes that 'tribalism’' is integrated into the political and economic systems of Arab
countries. Despite political constraints, business organizations across the Arab nations have flourished
and capitalized upon the family, the tribe and the individual. The 'tribal’ orientation can be explored in
the sense of family commitment and loyalty to tribe, over centralization of power in the hand of the tribe's
chief, relationship with others, bravery, rivalry, male domination, love of prestige by social class, and
formality. Al- Kubaisy (1985) and Abdel-Khaleq (1984) used Arab tribal orientation to introduce
'Sheikho-cracy' and 'Bedou-cracy’ models, as a product of the interaction of bureaucratic and sheikh
orientations and behaviors. These models are reflected in hierarchical authority, rules and regulations
contingent on the personality and power of the individuals who make them, subordination of efficiency to
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human relations, indecisiveness in decision making, and a generally patriarchal approach. Nepotism is
also often evident in assigning relatives or clan members to senior positions in organizations and in the
government.

The Islamic Approach: The emergence of Islam represented the establishment of a new community
where many of the concepts, values, and conditions of the Arabs were radically transformed. While still
emphasizing the importance of patience and group unity, it was made clear that these values should be
applied among all believers in the society, and not only within the individual tribal structure. Hence,
Islam's major achievement was uniting the Arabs into a single dynamic nation. Nowadays, almost eighty
percent of the Arabs are Muslims (Ali, 1996). Islam is a large system containing rules for a complete way
of life. It dictates family life, the relationships of an individual to his fellow citizens, attitudes towards
others, and the responsibility of the individuals within the society. Islam has also provided dominant
rules for economic activities, tasks and responsibilities of governors and so on. The internalization of
Islamic concepts strengthens the qualities of honesty, trust, solidarity, loyalty and flexibility. Weir (2000)
asserts that the growth of the Islamic movement in the Arab world has had a widespread effect on
philosophy, education and legal thinking within the Arab countries and has started to have an impact on
business and management. Amongst the fastest growing institutions are the Islamic Banks which promote
an Islamic philosophy and base their practice on these principles.

Comparing the concepts of management in Islam to the Western one, Al-Faleh and Haydel (1994)
recognized that management concepts in Islamic civilization differ from Western ones. Islamic concepts
embody such relationships in the light of the Holy Quran and the teachings of Prophet Mohammed. They
assert, therefore, that Islamic management is self management and permeates all aspects of organization.
In Islam, the best managers are those who are concerned with the affairs of the material world and the
Hereafter. This stress, on both the spiritual and material aspects of life, is a unique characteristic of
Islamic management. Khadra (1990) explored Arab management from an Islamic perspective and
introduced a 'Prophetic-Caliphate' model. In this model he referred to the Islamic manager as the 'great
man' who follows Islamic rules and suggested that the role and quality of the individual leader take on an
added value. If the leader happens to be a visionary person then a prophetic model emerges, a
compassionate, attentive, flexible leader, who displays a remarkable confidence in his behavior and
action.

Barakat (2008) acknowledges, however, that although the Islamic religion is the most important aspect in
the Arab culture, but the Islamic religious system is often used to legitimize the tribal values of leadership.
In this sense, Islam is used to protect family interests and benefits and shield tribal values rather than as a
pure belief system. Dadfar (1990) also believes that even though Islam is against tribalism and pre-
Islamic values, the Arabs have skillfully blended the Bedouins' values with the Islamic ones that it is
difficult to draw a clear borderline between Islamic and pre-Islamic Arab values. To a large extent, Islamic
values exist only in theory and literature but not in practice. Yet, Ali (1996) argues that the 'Sheikho-
cracy' model is inconsistent with Islamic teachings. Assigning relatives or clan members to senior
positions in organizations and in the government, runs contrary to the spirit of Islam.

The Current Approach: Recent studies have employed a cross-cultural comparative approach in
studying Arab management styles and practices (House et al, 2004; Hofstede, 2010; Hickson & Pugh,
2002; Sabri, 2004 & 2007). Sidani (2006) argues, however, that the current work values in the Arab
culture cannot be categorized in one cell because the Arab society has lost its homogeneity as there are
sharp current differences across the Arab countries in terms of wealth, economies, political systems,
natural and human resources. Yet, Ali (2009) contends that contemporary management theories and
practices are relatively new to the Arab business environment as Arab countries are faced with 'late
development effect’ (Dore, 1973). That is late developing countries will show in their organizations
progressive forms of bureaucracy from the beginning. Therefore, Western bureaucratic forms and
principles were copied in Arab countries in organizing the armed forces and public enterprises during the
early phase of evolution. However, chain of command, scalar principles and division of labor are not
strictly observed in Arab organizations as they are in Western bureaucracies. Sabri (2011) found, for
instance, that Jordanian organizations utilize more bureaucracy than British and Swedish organizations,
and employ more power oriented culture than American and South African organizations (Sabri, 2004).
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Ali (1996) believes that major Arab businesses and institutions imitate foreign procedures and
organizational structures and have failed to recognize that adaptability of management principles and
concepts, demands selectivity and attentiveness to their unique culture. Cunningham and Sarayrah
(1993) maintain also that the Arab nations have imported modern laws, rules and structures but old
practices and customs stay behind. Moreover, Attiyeh (1993) argues that attitudes and behavior in the
Arab world are influenced by rulers and the ruling elite, government bureaucracies, legal systems,
educational institutions and mass media. Hofstede (1984, 2001& 2004) found that high power
orientation of Arab culture is manifested in a strong tendency for authoritative and paternalistic styles of
management resulting in high centralization of decision-making. In Arab organizations top executives
demand complete submission of their employees who, in return do not take initiative and expect to be
told what to do. Besides, as a mean to control the uncertainty, Arab managers adopt a highly personalized
management style, and assert their reliance on rules and regulations to avoid unpredictable situations.
However, they assign duties according to their personal judgment calling on rules and procedures that
are generally neglected, as a protective tactic to reinforce their power (Sabri, 2004). Sulaiman (2007) also
believes that Arab managers have been more prone to follow the trend of the day than to educate, and
lead.

Moreover, in Arab organizations management of groups and relationship prevails over task stemming
from their collectivist orientation (Hofstede, 2010). Employer-employee relationship is perceived like a
family link, hence, allegiance to company growth is secondary to that of the family and it is the duty of
everyone to take care of both family and tribe's members whenever he is assigned to a high position
either in private or public organizations. The "GLOBE" studies (Dorfman & House, 2004), found also that
effective Arab managers are self-protective, self-centered, status-conscious, keen on face-saving, and rely
on conflict induction and procedures. Other research (Al-Hegelan and Palmer, 1985; and Sabri, 2004)
implied that Arab managers are reluctant to delegate authority; prefer stable lifestyle over rewarding but
challenging work; and give priority to friendships and personal considerations over organizational goals
and performance.

As a result different researchers point to several areas of concern facing Arab organizations: massive
expansion in administrative size (Al-Saigh, 1986); over-centralization (Khadra, 1990); inadequate
coordination (Nonneman, 1988); inadequate concern for quality; low concern for development and
innovation (Zahlan, 1981); low pay of employees especially in the public sector; and finally, neglect of
written rules and procedures that usually exist but are not used in practice and are mostly neglected
(Dadfar, 1990). 'Wasta' (means mediation), is also a current problem facing Arab management as it is
practiced in social relations and organization by referring to the powerful people in society. It is valued
for resolving conflicts, obtaining benefits or to speeding up one's paperwork by a third party
(Cunningham and Sarayrah, 1993).

Beyond Arab Spring: The Future of Arab Management: Undoubtedly, 2011 is a remarkable year with
young Arab people incited an uprising because they are unable to enjoy life's full opportunities and
rewards, in terms of education, work, income and material well-being (Khouri, 2011). Although at the
beginning many could not predict the Arab youth's massive protests, but while 2011 is coming to fold it
can be said with certainty that there is no going back as the Arab Spring has restored Arab self-esteem
and united the people in the understanding that true security is based on 'human dignity' and 'freedom’
(Bin Talal, 2011). Therefore, the author believes that the evaluation of the underlying causes of this
unprecedented turmoil would recognize that any fundamental change in Arab leadership or political
systems will spill over and influence many other aspects of Arab societies, among of which Arab
management and leadership styles that are required to embrace the required transformation and keep
pace with the rapidly developing societal and cultural environment.

Underlying Causes of the Arab Spring: Different scholars deem that different important political,
cultural, economic and technological reasons stand behind the Arab youth uprising. A recent poll of young
Arabs throughout the Middle East and North Africa, by the Gallup organization and Silatech foundation in
Qatar, provided extraordinary insight into two important backdrops to the revolt: young people are
strongly dissatisfied with their national conditions and personal prospects, and the concerns and fears of
young Arabs are shared by adults across the region (The Silatech Index, 2010). Khouri (2011) argues, also
that "humiliation' and 'legitimacy’ are the most important factors that explain why the Arab region has
erupted, and what needs to be done to satisfy popular demands. Khouri explains that hundreds of
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millions of Arabs feel they have been denied their human and citizenship rights as a result of decades of
socioeconomic stresses and political deprivations. These include minor and large-scale corruption; police
brutality; abuse of power; favoritism; unemployment; poor wages; unequal opportunities; inefficient or
nonexistent public services; lack of freedom of expression and association; state control of media, culture
and education; and many other dimensions of the modern Arab security state. At the same time, ordinary
men and women in countries across the region have seen small groups of families in the ruling elite grow
fabulously rich simply because of their connections.

Suleiman (2007) contends also that lack of freedom, weakness of the educational system, authoritarian
governance, and the foreign influence backing traditional national regimes in upsetting democratic and
progressive evolution, among many others, are significant reasons for why has the Arab nation lagged
behind the other nations in the modern era. Moreover, Sulaiman (2007) indicates that the severe gap
between a proud, rich past and a fragmented and disrupted present produced deep frustration in the
Arab consciousness. With the advent of oil wealth early in the second half of the twentieth century,
opportunities arose before the Arabs to democratize, and invest substantially in human development
across their homeland. But opportunities came and went, withering away in the face of narrow self-
interest, inter-state quarrels, inadequate understanding of the modern world, and a less interest at the
leadership level in the welfare and destiny of the nation as a whole.

Moreover, the technological communication, through Internet and social media has hastened the process
of globalization and worldwide relations and harmonized the manner in which individuals and
organizations operate worldwide, creating challenges arising from different styles of communication and
introduced a powerful new dimension of transparency to global politics from which no country, under
any political system, is immune. Cambieri (2011) believes that one major outcome of this technological
communication is that it has changed the face of the Arab world as the rise of the Internet and social
media allowed those in Arab nations to learn more about how the rest of the world operated both
historically and in real time.

Prospects for a New Paradigm of Arab Management: The reviewed literature on Arab management in
this study indicates that the Arab society has its own unique social and cultural environment which plays
a major role in molding its organizational processes and managerial systems. However, Fernandez et al,
(1997) argue that when the political, societal and economic environments change, people's cultural
values also change. That is, societal changes, such as economic growth, education, and democracy, could
affect work-related dimensions; and that significant changes in cultural values occur as external
environmental factors shape a society. This change is evident as recent events have shown that Arab
youths make their own history, and are capable of controlling their own destinies. Arab youths have also
challenged, to a great extent, the argument that Arab populations have an expectation and acceptance that
leaders will separate themselves from the group and this condition is not necessarily subverted upon the
population, but rather accepted by the society as their cultural heritage (Hofstede, 2001). With the young
Arabs taking part in political and economic transformation, it can be said that Arab society is in transition,
discarding its old tribal and traditionalist beliefs to move towards the basis for a more modern economy
(Ali, 2005).

The new millennial generation in the Arab world may have been influenced by tribalism and historical
events, but these traditional sources of primary socialization may have had less impact on those
individuals because many of them may have been exposed to alternative sources of mental programming
or socialization, through higher education, new modes of communication, overseas experience, the media
and employment in foreign corporations. This line of argument recognizes the possibility that the
classification of the Arab culture may fail to reflect an accurate picture of the effects of the mental
programming or processes of secondary socialization that many Arab youths are exposed to. The author
believes that the current political, cultural and societal transformations in the Arab world is expected to
spill over and infuse a transformation in Arab managerial behaviors which have special significance to
Arab countries, as they are transiting towards new paradigms of leadership and systems consistent with
the demands of the Arab Spring. This new paradigm of management demands that successful leaders and
managers in Arab organizations need to adapt and move in harmony with the current changing
environment in their countries that is based on consultation, participation, creativity, diffusion of
knowledge, and providing equal promotion opportunities.

219



It is also suggested that as Islam plays a major role in Arab culture and the belief of the Arab people
(Khalid, 1977) as studies show that it ranks higher than family, citizenship, national origin, and political
ideology (Farah, 1978 and Farah & Al-Salem, 1980), utilizing Arab Islamic culture in solving
organizational problems can serve as a legitimate source of work ethics in the new paradigm of Arab
management. Khouri (2011) believes that the two most critical elements of legitimate governance
systems in Arab-Islamic lands are accountability and a sense of justice, or equity. Constitutions,
parliaments, electoral laws and other mechanisms can be devised in many forms, insinuated by Arabism,
Islamism, tribalism, cosmopolitanism, but above all, they must be legitimate in the eyes of their people if
the societies are finally to emerge from the dark tunnel of the security state and its corrupting heritage
(Khouri, 2011).

5. Conclusion

The Arab Spring is now synonymous in the eyes of the world, and, most importantly, in the eyes of the
Arab people. Yet, the success of the Arab Spring most likely rests, on the long run, on achieving
democratic political reform and economic stability and sustainability. Most importantly, the Arab uprising
has shown that conceptions of Arab culture are heavily based on personal observations and untested as-
sumptions that traditional culture is the sole or major source of attitudes and values (Yassin, 1983). The
validity of these assumptions must be challenged, because cultural values which have been largely as-
sumed to foster it are changing
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