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Work, Gender and Contemporary Challenges in Oman

Inspite of progressive indicators with regard to women’s employment in Oman, there is a striking reminder of the need to do more as outlined in the 2002 Arab Human Development  Report which laments the low status and limited opportunties for  women in the Arab world to be a salient handicap in the human development status of the Arab world. In Oman, Women represent a mere 18% participation in the labor force (Human Development Report, 2000) mainly concentrated in Health and Education  as well as low paying, junior jobs in the service sector. The higher the level of the job, the lower is the female participation. This is occuring at a time of increasing female participation at all levels of education coupled with a persistent trend of female students outperforming their male colleagues both at the general as well as university education. Furthermore,  women’s aspirations and expectations are changing with regard to their place and role in society particularly since the appointment of a number of women to senior government positions in 1997; the horizons for the women careerists have been stretched to aspire for executive and policy making positions in all sectors.

At first glance, the apparent strides that Omani women have made  in a short period of time seem incredible and a subject of admiration by regional and international observers and reporters. However, and as alluded to in earlier studies pertaining to Omani working women (Al-Lamki, 1998; Al-Lamky, 1999 and Ministry of Social Affairs, Labour, and Vocational Training, 1999), there are considerable challenges that women face within the social and organizational spheres that may hinder their productivity and advancement. 

Purpose of Study

In light of the above and the increasing advent of women in Omani organizations coupled with official public policies that promote equal participation, responsibilities and rights in work contexts (Vision 20/20, 1999; Ministry of National Development 2000), it is imperative to investigate the issues facing working women in Oman. The aim is to capture the experience of women at work, understand their motives, their aspirations, their perceptions regarding issues of challenge, equity and equal opportunities at work. Needless to say is the need to highlight the  barriers that stand in the way of women’s career and professional integration and propose methods of dealing with such constraints. It is hoped that the findings will raise public awareness regarding the challenges that working women often find themselves caught in, and which invariably limit their effective performance and productivity. The ultimate aim is to facilitate the incorporation of a growing and capable minority in the productive sectors of the economy.  Understanding the issues is the first step in crafting programs and policies that will ensure equity, effective utlization of the limited human talent available and in creating a more productive, committed and satisfied workforce irrespective of gender differences.

Research Questions

This study attempts to document Omani women’s work experiences and challenges as perceived by women in a cross section of Omani organizations - both public and private sectors - and across various organizational levels.   Additionally, it  examines the relevance and applicability of earlier findings pertaining to women’s career  challenges as outlined in various national and international studies to a broader context. These questions maybe summarized as follows:-

· Why do Omani women work?

· Are Omani women less motivated and have lower career aspirations than males?

· What are some of the typical challenges that Omani working women face at work?

· How do the Omani working women perceive the level of support provided by the organizations and government policies in facilitating their integration into work?

Methodology

A survey questionnaire has been developed and distributed to 200  working women in a cross section of Omani public and private organizations. A snow balling sampling process was used which enabled the researcher to collect considerable number of questionnaire responses in a short period of time. 

The questionnaire is made of 45 questions where the respondents are asked to indicate whether they agree, disagree or uncertain about the statement made. The questions have three main sections pertaining to biographic data, the reasons for working and statements related to their experiences as Omani working women. Confidentiality was ascertained and respondents were assured that their responses will be used solely for the purpose of this study.

Research Findings

A total of 133 responses were received reflecting a 66.5% response rate. 65% of the respondents were between the ages of 20 and 30 and 21% between 31 – 40 years old  indicating the predominance of the young working population generally and women in particular.  60% of the respondents had a university education and 28% a post graduate degree. 51.5% of the respondents are married and 40% single. 33% work in the field of education, another 20% in the public sector.  Roughly 39% of the respondents work at a junior level, 33% at a supervisory level and 16% at management level which includes university academicians.

Why Omani Women Work

The above question is often not raised in pertinent studies of women in Omani organizations.  In casual discussions, it is often assumed that women work to feed their “consumerist” tendencies; this assumption is widely acknowledged within the Omani cultural context, as men are portrayed to be the primary supporters of their families including their wives. Consequently, if women choose to work, it must be to accommodate for personal expenses i.e. buying jewelry or a new car that the husband could not afford or simply denied the wife; it is also widely believed that women go to work in order to socialize and get out of the monotonous home environment.  Women’s work is seldom perceived in terms of economic contribution, family support, career aspirations or general national development. 

In this exploratory study, a broad section of working women were asked to select the three top reasons for working from a list of seven.



Table 1: Reasons to Work

	Why Work
	
	
	

	Reason 1
	Support self & family  (52.6%)
	Meet career aspirations (23%)
	Support parents (11%)

	Reason 2
	Meet career aspirations  (49%)
	Support parents (28%)
	Build the nation (10%)

	Reason 3
	Build the nation

(31%)
	Meet career aspirations (22%)
	Accommodate personal expenses (15%)


As indicated in table 1, roughly 53% work to support themselves or their families, 23% to meet career aspirations and 11% to support their parents. Second reason for work is to meet career aspirations followed by to support parents (28%) and to Build the nations (10%).  Whereas the third reason mentioned is again to build the nation (31%), followed by meet career aspirations (22%) and lastly to accommodate personal expenses (15%).   The results are contrary to social perceptions of why women work and confirm the seriousness of purpose and the ungrounded perceptions which clearly belittle women’s role as solid contributors to the well being of their families and societies. Needless to say, these findings negate the concept that men are the prime maintainers of their families in Omani society, and confirm women’s contribution as partners in carrying the financial burden of maintaining the family.

Are Omani Women Motivated to Work and Achieve

The question of whether women have low career aspirations or are unmotivated to work was explored through a number of  questions.

Table 2:   Women & Motivation to Work

	Variable
	Mean Value
	Agree  
	Disagree (%)
	Not Sure (%)

	enjoy challenge
	1.1
	117 (88)
	7 (5.3)
	9 (6.8)


13 (9.8)

	


28 (21)

	


As indicated by the Mean values in table 2, the working women in this sample clearly indicated that they are motivated to achieve (χ = 1.2), that they enjoy challenging work ((χ = 1.1),  and that they are not satisfied with simply doing routine work

 (χ = 2.07). As to Women’s perceptions of themselves in terms of confidence level or feeling less capable or stable than men in organizations. The responses as indicated in table 3 speak for themselves whereby the overwhelming majority of respondents do not agree with these statements.

Table 3:   Women’s Perceptions of Self in Comparison to Men

	Variable
	Mean Value
	Agree (%)
	Disagree
	Not Sure


12 (9)

	

	Feel less capable than men
	1.8
	22 (16.5)
	99 (74)


	8 (6)


22 (16.5)

	


31 (23)
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The question pertaining to whether working women want families and not careers has proven to be difficult to answer. While the mean has been 2.05 indicating that on average working women disagree with this statement, when further analyzing the responses 42% of the respondents disagree, 26% agree and another 30% are not sure.  

This result is predictable given that most women strongly feel that they want both and need not be forced into making a choice of either family or career. Clearly men do not have to make this choice nor is the fulfillment of one seen to be contrary to achieving the other. The results reflect this dichotomy and the respondents are basically confirming that both work and family are important to them economically and psychologically. 

Women Work Challenges

A number of challenges have been documented in earlier studies pertaining to lack of female role models or mentors as well as male dominated organizations where management is less than receptive and possibly uncomfortable in dealing with professional women. These concerns maybe summarized to areas pertaining to equal opportunities at work in terms of training, promotion, overseeing important projects and general lack of organizational support for women’s needs as working professionals but also as mothers and wives.A number of questions in this study seek to solicit Omani working women’s views regarding their experiences in the above mentioned spheres. Do they perceive that their opportunities at work are equivalent to fellow men? Does management believe in their capabilities and support their growth? Are they rewarded equally to men? Are they assigned important project that will enhance their visibility and hence recognition? 

The results of this study indicate that Omani working women perceive their work environments to be generally non discriminatory.  With the exception of the Employment Policies question where 41% of the respondents disagree with the statement that ‘current Employment  policies are supportive of  women’s needs and an additional 27% of the respondents are not sure. This may reflect the general dissatisfaction amongst working women particularly working mothers with the reduction of maternity leave period from 60 days to 45 days and the elimination of the breastfeeding hour which mothers where entitled to for the first six months from the date of giving birth. Policies could also be interpreted to reflect those pertaining to promotion, training, advancement, recruitment and many more. It is recommended that a more detailed study be carried out to investigate the meaning and applications of work policies.

Table 4:  Responses to Work Environment 

	Variable  (%)
	Agree  (%)
	Disagree   (%)
	Not Sure  (%)

	Equal opportunities to male employees
	82 (65)
	17 (12.8)
	30 (22.8)


21 (15.8)

	

	Rewarded same as men
	87 (65)
	22(16.5)
	20 (15)

	Important projects given to men
	35 (26)
	73 (54)
	25 (19)

	Work policies supportive of women
	31 (23)
	526(42)
	36 (27)

	Views at work respected and taken seriously
	95 (71)
	10 (7.5)
	27 (20)


A related area to the issue of work environment is the extent to which bosses who are typically male are supportive of them and their needs. 
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The results indicate that Omani working women find their bosses to be supportive and understanding of their needs. As to the statement pertaining to whether ‘male bosses prefer working with male subordinates’, almost 28% agree with this statement and an additional 31% are not sure. This is an area which needs further investigation, possibly in unpacking how they perceive this preference and in which way has it affected them.

Table 5:  Perceptions of Support from Male Bosses

	Variable
	Agree (%)
	Disagree (%)
	Not Sure (%)

	Boss understands my needs & is supportive
	69 (54%)
	28 (22%)
	28 (22%)

	Boss does not involve me in serious projects because he is uncomfortable with women
	13 (10%)
	91 (71.7%)
	17 (13%)

	Male bosses prefer male subordinates
	35 (27.6%)
	51 (40%)
	40 (31%)


Women Role Models/ Mentors

Mentorship or help from above is a critical factor in the career success of managers and professionals. It is defined as a one to one relationship between a more experienced person and an inexperienced person where the former provides guidance and support in a variety of ways to the developing novice. It is widely accepted that women in particular need mentorship to facilitate their career growth and advancement within organizations.

In this investigative study, and as indicated in table 6, Omani women respondents generally agree that there are other senior female role models however, almost an equal number either disagree or are not sure. Generally, the concept of mentorship is virtually absent in the Omani organizational culture and the lack of awareness as to its role, advantages or applications may have influenced the responses presented. This topic would require further investigation and analysis.

Table 6:  Availability of Female Role Models & Mentors

	Variable
	Agree (%)
	Disagree (%)
	Not Sure (%)


21 (16.5)

	


20 (15.7)

	


Work/family Role Conflict

The literature indicates interdependence of work and family life which is especially problematic for women as a result of their greater family responsibilities. Traditionally, women have had the primary responsibility for housekeeping and childcare which do not diminish when they are employed outside the home. Furthermore, the responsibilities they carry are simultaneous while men’s are more typically sequential. i.e. a woman may be called in at work regarding a sick child whereas typically a father may fulfill role obligations after work hours.

As indicated in table 7, the majority of  Omani working women feel guilty for being away from home for long hours, they also feel too tired after work to do other things. 43% of the respondents agree that when the child is sick, they have to take time off work to attend to the child.  Most of the women however do not feel that they have to choose between their jobs and marriage. With regard to work/family conflict, the majority (36%) do not perceive a role conflict between their job and family; however and as indicated in table 8, when further analyzing this statement by comparing the responses of single and married working women, we find that this conflict is more salient with married women.

Table 7:  Perceptions of Work-Family Role Conflict

	Variable  (%)
	Agree  (%)
	Disagree   (%)
	Not Sure  (%)


12 (9.4)

	


21 (16.5)

	

	Have to choose between job & marriage
	24 (18.9)


	71 (55.9)
	16 (12.6)


22 (17.3)

	


	
	46 (36.2)
	16 (12.6)
	


Table 8:  Role conflict between work and family Cross-tabulation

	 
	Role conflict between work and family
	 

	 
	Agree
	Disagree

	single
	4
	13

	married
	28
	29


Concluding Remarks

The purpose of this study was to substantiate assumptions pertaining to women’s work experiences and perceptions as documented widely in western literature and alluded to in a number of studies done in Oman pertaining to issues of gender equity, supportive work environments, supportive spouses, work-family role conflict and mentorship at work The findings ascertain that Omani working women are highly motivated to work and achieve and are willing to confront challenging work environments; the results also draw our attention to findings that are contrary to assumptions set in earlier studies regarding equal opportunities and gender relationships in Omani organization where the respondents perceived their work environments to be non discriminatory, supportive, and equitable with regard to reward and the general level of support from their managers towards their growth and development in relationship to male colleagues.

Furthermore, while the majority of Omani  working women expressed a sense of guilt for being away from home, coupled with implicit social divisions of gender roles between men and women regarding child rearing and household chores; they nevertheless felt that their husbands were supportive and proud of their career achievements; they also did not perceive their dual roles as conflicting with or threatening their family stability. Overall, the findings of this investigative study, depart considerably from the predominant negative assumptions regarding the female work experience in organizations particularly within the Arab-Muslim context. 

Gender Challenges: Perceptions of Working Women in Omani Organizations

A SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE

Conducted By: Dr. Asya Al-Lamky, Sultan Qaboos University

The purpose of this study is to understand and document women’s work experiences and the challenges they face within the organizational and psycho-social spheres. I am therefore seeking your honest input as a working woman and a member of the Omani society to shed light on  this important subject. Your responses will be treated as confidential and solely used for the purpose of this study. Your cooperation will be greatly appreciated and will contribute to achieving the objectives of this study. 
PLEASE ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS

1. Age:
(20 – 30) __
(31 – 40) __
(41 – 50) __
Above 50 ___

2. Social Status:
Single: ___
Married ____
Divorced _____
Widowed _____

3. Number of children
No children ___
  (1 – 3) ___       (4 – 6) ___        More than 6 ____


4. Education:
Below Secondary ____
University Degree_______  Post Graduate Degree ____

5. Name of Organization you work for: ____________________________________

6. Job Level: 
Junior ___________
Supervisory _____________ Management _________

7. Years of employment (1 – 5 years)___
  (6 – 10 years)___      More than 10 years ___

PLEASE INDICATE THE TOP THREE (3) REASONS (1 BEING MOST IMPORTANT) AS TO WHY DO YOU WORK?

8. To support myself and my family (husband and children) ________

9. To support my parents________

10. To get out of the house and socialize ________

11. To accommodate for  personal expenses i.e. buy clothes, jewelry, travel…etc. ___________

12. To meet career and professional aspirations ________

13. To contribute in building the nation ___________

14. Other (please explain) _______________________________________________

PLEASE INDICATE IF YOU AGREE, DISAGREE OR NOT SURE WITH THE FOLLOWING STATEMENTS:
Agree
Disagree   Not Sure

15. My opportunities for growth at work are similar to male 

       Employees






______
 ______
      ______

16. Management believes in my potential and supports me 

       by providing me with training & development


______
 ______
      ______

17. I work well under pressure




______
 ______
      ______

18. I enjoy challenging work




______
 ______
      ______

19. I am highly motivated to achieve and advance at work

______
 ______
      ______

20. In official meetings, I always seem to be the only woman

______
 ______
      ______

21. At work, there are a number of senior women 

       who are clear role models to follow



______
 ______
      ______

22. If I work hard, I am rewarded the same way men are

______
 ______
      ______

23. My husband is proud of my achievements


______
 ______
      ______

24. I am as confident as men in the organization


______
 ______
      ______

25. When it comes to important projects, men are given

        the responsibility to undertake them



______
 ______
      ______

26. I often feel guilty because my job takes me away from

       my family for long hours




______
 ______
      ______

27. When I get home from work, I am too tired to do anything else
______
 ______
      ______

28. My boss understands my needs and is supportive 

______
 ______
      ______

29. I feel less capable than men at work



______
 ______
      ______

30. I often feel I have to choose between my job & my marriage
______
 ______
      ______

31. There are a number of women at work who can provide 

       guidance and mentorship




______
 ______
      ______

32. Current employment policies are supportive of women’s needs
______
 ______
      ______

33. My husband strongly believes that children and household 

       chores are solely women’s responsibilities


______
 ______
      ______

34. When my child is sick, I am usually the one who has to take 

       time off work to attend to him/her



______
 ______
      ______

35. I often feel stressed out and unable to cope with all the demands
______
 ______
      ______

36. My role as a working woman is often in conflict with my role

       as a wife or mother





______
 ______
      ______

37. I am satisfied to do routine,  undemanding  work


______
 ______
      ______

38. My boss does not involve me in serious projects because he is

        uncomfortable dealing with women



______
 ______
      ______

39. My husband will probably feel very uncomfortable socially

       if I reach a higher position than him 



______
 ______
      ______

40. Being a woman has not affected my growth at work

______
 ______
      ______

41. My views at work are respected and taken seriously

______
 ______
      ______

42. Male bosses seem to prefer working with other male subordinates
______
 ______
      ______

43. I want a family and not a career



______
 ______
      ______

44. Emotionally, I feel less stable than male colleagues

______
 ______
      ______

45. If I were a man, I would have attained higher positions at work
______
 ______
      ______
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