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Abstract of Dissertation

The Influence of Gender Relations in Saudi Culture on Knowledge Sharing in Gender
Integrated Government Organizations

The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of knowledge sharing
among male and female Saudi employees in government organizations where both
genders share the same workspace. These organizations have transitioned from gender-
segregated settings to integrated ones, or if formed after the Vision 2030 of Saudi Arabia
then they were designed to have gender integrated workspaces. These new forms of
organizing significantly impact knowledge sharing among employees of different
genders—a phenomenon never explored before in the Saudi context.

The basic qualitative design methodology included in depth interviews with nine
females and six males employed in gender integrated government organizations. The four
main themes that emerged from this study (together with their associated subthemes
included in parenthesis) are the following: Gender relations in Saudi Arabia and
knowledge sharing at work (upbringing and knowledge sharing at work, experiences with
gender segregated workspace and knowledge sharing at work, and traditional attire and
knowledge sharing at work); facilitators of knowledge sharing at work (learning and
employee development and organizational kinship); culture as a barrier of knowledge
sharing (new competition in the workplace, misjudged and misunderstood, and change
takes time); and organizational practices supporting knowledge sharing.

Based on the findings, the study concluded that a new type of organizational
kinship is emerging between genders in Saudi government organizations that is based on

respect between genders or muruwah. Additionally, it concluded that female employees
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play a primary role in initiating knowledge sharing with their male colleagues. The study
recommends that organizations focus on improving knowledge sharing among male and
female employees by establishing clear policies to protect employees from misconduct
and implementing programs to facilitate knowledge sharing, recognizing that it takes time
for the dissemination and enforcement of policies and procedures for achieving the

Vision 2030 related to integration of workplaces.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

More than 2,350 years ago, Aristotle, in his book Metaphysics, emphasized the
importance of knowledge to humankind by stating that “All men by nature desire to
know.” In today’s knowledge-based market, knowledge is the source of competitive
advantage for organizations (Paul & Prithiviraj, 2012) and their driving force and source
of power (Li et al., 2009). It is also a source of prosperity for individuals, companies, and
nations (Dumont & Istance, 2010). However, the knowledge which individuals hold is a
source of competitive advantage for their organizations only when it is shared and used.
Knowledge sharing improves organizational performance and results in greater creativity
and innovation (Wang & Noe, 2010).

Cummings (2004) defined knowledge sharing as the exchange of information,
feedback, and coordination with other colleagues to solve problems. As much as
organizations are promoting knowledge sharing by investing in knowledge management
systems (KMS), knowledge sharing in organizations does not happen as often as leaders
anticipate (Bock et al, 2005). Not all employees share what they know, and some
consciously hold on to their knowledge as they consider it a source of power, performing
what is known as knowledge hoarding (Jayasingam et al., 2015). Research shows
different aspects that inform knowledge sharing either on an individual level or
organizational level. Knowledge sharing is affected by individuals’ characteristics (Wang
& Noe, 2010), interpersonal trust (Robinson, 1996), and organizational practices (Cseh,
Crocco, & Safarli, 2019). However, organizations do not operate in vacuum, they are

open systems, and their environments affect them (Katz & Kahn, 1978). Therefore,



national and regional culture has its effect also on organizations and knowledge sharing
(Rice, 2003).

One of the main goals of the Saudi Vision 2030 is to prepare the country for a
post-petroleum economy, and to transfer to a mainly knowledge-based economy (Al-
Fayad, 2016). Harris (2001) identified knowledge-based economy as “the notion that
economic wealth is created through the creation, production, distribution and
consumption of knowledge” (p. 22). Godin (2006) identified two main characteristics of a
knowledge-based economy. Firstly, knowledge is crucial to the economy both
qualitatively and quantitatively. Secondly, information and communication technology
serve as the drivers of this economy. Therefore, the Saudi 2030 Vision has emphasized
the automation of its governmental services and the formulation of strategic plans based
on data-driven decisions (Alhammadi, 2021).

The Saudi Vision also focused on empowering women, which resulted in
changing the workforce demographic (Vision 2030, 2016). Women were
underrepresented or even not represented at all in various fields. However, this have
changed in the last decade, and women have been given access to new professions such
as politics, sports, security, and aviation (Almuwaisher, 2019). The latest statistics show
the rise of the number of Saudi women holding governmental jobs to 38.5 percent
(General Authority of Statistics, 2023). Saudi government organizations have transitioned
from segregating women in private buildings or offices to gender integrated
workspaces—an important aspect of the workspace aimed at enhancing knowledge
sharing (Hua et al., 2011). This transition aligns with the main objectives of Vision 2030,

which aim for equity in success, equity in access, and equity in support. Notable



examples of government entities embracing this transition include the Ministry of Culture
and the Ministry of Tourism (Vision 2030, 2016). The literature shows that the physical
setting of the workplace is an important aspect for improving collaboration and
knowledge sharing (Hua et al., 2011). However, Islamic teachings and the patriarchal
social system that hindered women’s participation in the workforce for decades is still
present in Saudi culture. The culture is built in a political structure that screens any
reforms or changes to stay within the acceptable boundaries of Islam and tradition
(Gallagher & Searle, 1985). Therefore, even with the great effort expressed by the Saudi
government and the noticeable progress in empowering women witnessed in the past
decade, communication between opposite genders is still considered limited.

In Arab culture, society is divided into two spheres, public and private. Men are in
charge of the public sphere, serving as breadwinners and rulers of the public world, while
women manage the affairs within their homes and take care of the family in the private
sphere. This relationship was described by Kandiyoti (1988), who identified the
unspoken agreement between Middle Eastern men and women as the 'patriarchal
bargain'. According to Kandiyoti (1988), women may resist change and agree to their
roles in the private sphere because they do not want to lose the benefits of this bargain,
such as financial security. Even with the changes taking place in the Arab world, these
gendered roles persist in society. Additionally, family honor, a sacred aspect in Arab
culture, is closely linked to these societal roles. Women's behaviors outside of their
private sphere determine their perceived virtue and deviating from societal norms can
bring shame to their families. It is the role of the men in the family to protect this honor

and, consequently, ensure that the women adhere to societal rules (Al-Lily, 2011; Song,



2019; Baki, 2004; Le Renard, 2008). Arab women, especially in the GCC countries, have
been holding their side of the bargain even in modern times. Women’s choice to work in
a gender integrated space (Salem & Yount, 2017; Aldossari & Calvard, 2021), the private
or public sector (Williams et al., 2013), or even their profession is decided according to
what their male guardians find suitable (James-Hawkins, 2017; Aldossari & Calvard,
2021).

In Saudi, inequality between genders was not confined to job opportunities, it also
existed in the way women and men were perceived. It is easier for men to be in gender
integrated spaces since men in some Saudi tribes can never bring shame to their families,
versus women who should be decent, cover their bodies, and do not speak to strange men
to protect their reputation and their families’ honor (Al-Lily, 2011). Some families or
tribes would go further by being ashamed if the names of the women of the family were
publicly mentioned (Badawood, 2008). Despite notable changes occurring in the Saudi
workforce, the social segregation between Saudi men and women remains prevalent
(Manshoor, 2017). By following the Islamic teachings and cultural traditions, opposite
genders are still separated in schools and universities. Corbyn (2009) has described how
genders are segregated in higher education institutes to the point that “academics almost
never see a scholarly peer of the opposite sex.”

In order to address religious and social aspects in the workplace, The Ministry of
Human Resources and Social Development (HRSD) has issued organizational regulations
related to women’s work (HRSD, 2020). Although new laws have been introduced to
prohibit inequality in payment and job opportunities, there are specific regulations

concerning gender integrated workspaces and their accommodations for women. The new



laws state that women and men cannot attend meetings outside of the workspace unless it
is a formal meeting. Additional regulations address the appearance of women in these
spaces, emphasizing the importance of decency in women’s attire. Further laws pertain to
the structure of the workspace, emphasizing the need for specific sections designated for
women's offices within gender integrated organizations, where they are grouped together
to ensure their privacy. The laws also stress the prohibition of 'khalwa," which refers to
one male and one female working together in a private space. Hence, despite efforts by
organizations to incorporate both genders into shared spaces, legal mandates rooted in
shari’a and cultural traditions impose physical segregation. This, in turn, may have
adverse effects on collaboration and knowledge sharing between genders.
Problem Statement

According to Bjerke and Al-Meer (1993), the Saudi culture has a high uncertainty
avoidance culture which results in not tolerating individuals who stray from Islamic
teachings and tribal rules. Therefore, interaction across genders in the workplace is
sometimes avoided, particularly by females, impacting knowledge sharing between
genders. Despite changes in the Saudi workforce demographic, tribal and Islamic rules
remain integral to Saudi society, exerting a profound influence on gender relations.
According to Sharabi (1988) the economic boom in Gulf Council Countries (GCC),
which Saudi Arabia is part of, have created a new system of patriarchy, that he called
neopatriarchy, where tribal networks have hierarchal relations and men are given a
dominating position. This system is what discouraged women from participating in the
workforce and led to the emergence of laws controlling female access to public spaces.

Such former laws included the enforcement of face veiling on women, the prohibition of



their right to drive, and restrictions on traveling without a male guardian (Willoughby,
2008; Al-Lily, 2011). Knowledge sharing, collaboration, and learning across genders in
organizations were adversely affected by these facets of Saudi culture (Alabdan &
Callan-Naviglia, 2016).

Research on organizations and their cultures in relation to knowledge sharing has
indicated a positive correlation between cooperation, trust among employees, and
knowledge sharing in Saudi organizations (Chandran & Alammari, 2020; Abalkhail &
Allan, 2015). However, limited research has delved into the influence of gender relations
in Saudi culture on knowledge sharing within government organizations where men and
women share the same space. Additionally, there is limited research on the impact of
organizational practices on knowledge sharing in these settings. While some researchers
have explored factors that increase employees' intentions to engage in knowledge sharing
behaviors in the workplace (Bock et al., 2005), there is a notable gap in research
exploring factors influencing knowledge sharing in Saudi government organizations.
Purpose Statement and Research Questions

The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to understand the experiences of
knowledge sharing of male and female Saudi employees in Saudi government
organizations where male and female employees share the same workspace. To fulfill the
purpose of this study, the following research questions were investigated:

e How do male and female employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the influence of gender relations in the

Saudi culture on their knowledge sharing?



e How do male and female employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the factors that hinder or facilitate their
knowledge sharing?

e How do male and female employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the influence of their organizational
practices on their knowledge sharing?

Study Significance

The Saudi workforce demographic, especially in the government sector, is going
through a transitional phase where men and women are working in the same workspace.
Exploring the changes taking place and their influence on knowledge sharing will
contributes to research on organizations, knowledge sharing, and gender relations in the
Saudi context. It also helps decision makers understand how they can promote knowledge
sharing in their organizations. Additionally, it helps leaders and human resource
development professionals in creating environments that support knowledge sharing.
Theoretical Framework

The theories that are used in this study to examine knowledge sharing in Saudi
government organizations from a socio-cultural perspective are the social exchange
theory, and gender relations within the Saudi organizational context. These theoretical
frameworks will be explained below.
Social Exchange Theory

Social exchange theory (SET) is a sociological and social psychological theory
derived from economics. Specifically, Blau (1964) carried out an economic analysis of

social exchange. His contribution to this theory is complemented by the work of other



scholars, such as Homans (1961) and Emerson (1976). Homans (1961) indicated that
human communication and behaviors is an exchange of activity, tangible or intangible, is
what constitutes social exchange. However, Emerson (1976) explained that social
exchange is not a theory, but rather a frame of reference. This is exemplified by his
argument that social exchange “takes the movement of valued things (resources) through
social process as its focus... resources continue to flow only if there is a valued return
contingent upon it” (p. 359). Emerson (1976) explained that in psychology, this
contingent is identified as ‘reinforcement’.

Blau (1964) indicated that for a social exchange to take place between
individuals, one needs to trust that the other will respond and fulfil what they seek in this
exchange. The more risk involved in the exchange; the more trust is needed. If those
involved do not receive what they expect, this social exchange may be terminated. This is
aligned with what Homans (1961) explained as the evaluation of the value added to the
units exchanged by the receiver, negative or positive. Based on this evaluation, the
interaction between individuals is either maintained or terminated. Blau (1964) explained
that in social exchange, individuals may receive extrinsic benefits, such advice or
support, and they have a value regardless of who is supplying them. However,
individuals’ preference to the source of these benefits is affected by their interpersonal
relationship with the supplier. For instance, they may prefer to consult a colleague who is
friendly with them over an expert consultant. Blau (1964) specified three conditions that
affect the process of the social exchange:

e The development stage of the relationship and its nature



e The nature of the benefits that induce the transaction and the risk of
providing them
e The context of the exchange

In examining knowledge sharing, interpersonal trust is an essential aspect that has
been tested by research and shows a positive effect on knowledge sharing (Chandran &
Alammari, 2020; Al-Alawi et al., 2007; Robinson, 1996; Tourigny et al., 2017).
However, there is no research in the Arab context that examined how the relationship
between genders affects knowledge sharing. Therefore, this study explores gender
relations in Saudi government organizations, guided by Blau’s (1964) work on social
exchange, to understand what fosters or hinders knowledge sharing as a form of social
exchange. It also examines whether Saudi culture influence such relations.
Gender Relations in Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia as part of the Arab nations has a unique social structure which has
not been changed considerably by the 19" century awakening, or what is known as
Nahda. Sharabi (1988) has explained that the Arab renaissance has not changed the
patriarchal system, it actually strengthened it in what he described as the neopatriarchal
system. Patriarchy has different definitions and has raised different theoretical debates.
The basic definition that Weber (1947) used is that it is a system of government in which
men ruled societies through their positions in the household. Walby (1990) defined it
from a feminist perspective as “a system of social structures and practices which
dominate, oppress, and exploit women” (p.20). In Arab societies, the material
modernization has only changed the surface of the social structure and the patriarchal

relations and structures have been given a modern remodeling (Sharabi, 1988). This



setting has created a social divide within the Saudi culture, Al-Lily (2011) explained that
the "Saudi society is divided into public and private worlds, men being concerned with
the outdoor realm and women with what happens indoors™ (p.120).

For years, Saudi organizations, especially in the government sector, have been
dominated by men, and women have held clerical and low hierarchical jobs (Willoughby,
2008). These organizations have been segregated, and the interaction between colleagues
from the opposite gender has been limited (Pharaon, 2004). Nevertheless, the Saudi
government has initiated changes in the workforce, supporting women not only by
increasing their numbers but also by enabling them to hold high-ranked positions
(Almuwaisher, 2019). Cultural values that have traditionally been a barrier for women’s
employment options, such as interacting with men who are not from their family (Al-
Lily, 2011; Pharaon, 2004), and sharing the same space with them, have been tested.

Research shows that patriarchal systems have their effect on gender relations,
either by women avoiding interacting with men completely to protect their reputation
(Salem & Yount, 2017), or to avoid creating tension in their relations (Adisa et al., 2019).
However, limited research has examined the effect of gender relations in organizations
within patriarchal systems and how it effects knowledge sharing. Therefore, this study
focused on the new settings in Saudi government organizations where men and women
share the workspace, and how gender relations within these settings have influenced
knowledge sharing from a socio-cultural perspective.

Summary of the Methodology
In order to understand how gender relations in Saudi culture influence knowledge

sharing in Saudi government organizations, a basic qualitative design was used to

10



understand the phenomenon from the experiences of the participants. The population of
the study are Saudi employees, men and women, that work in government organizations
and share the same workspace. Study participants were selected using purposeful
sampling with the following sample selection criteria: the participants should hold the
Saudi nationality, speak English fluently, and have been working for at least one year in
government organizations where men and woman share the working space so that they
would have an understanding of their organization’s practices.

In depth interviews with 16 participants, seven men and nine women, were
conducted using virtual platforms, where audio and video options are available. The
interviews were recoded with the agreement of the participants and were transcribed.
Constant comparative analysis was used for data analysis, and open coding was used for
the coding process. To identify the finding’s subthemes and main themes from the data, a
thematic analytic strategy was employed using Attride-Stirling's (2001) thematic network
tool and Ryan and Bernard’s (2003) techniques.

For trustworthiness of the study, following Guba and Lincoln’s (1982) article,
audit trails were kept, documenting all the details of the data collection and data analysis
process. Thick rich descriptions were also used to show quotations from the interviews
that support the themes that emerged. Additionally, intercoder reliability was used, as
described by Patton (2002), to see if the themes that have been chosen make sense to
other colleagues. Journaling was also used throughout the research process, as suggested
by Guba and Lincoln (1982), to reduce subjectivity and have the personal assumptions in

check.
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Limitations and Delimitations of the Study

The limitations of this qualitative study are rooted in its reliance on participant
responses, thereby constraining the generalizability of the findings. Additionally, the
accuracy of the participants’ answers also could not be assured since in qualitative studies
participants may give certain answers in order to please the researcher. However,
different approaches were used to improve the trustworthiness of the data collected. The
study was delimited by the selection of only government organizations and only Saudi
nationals working in these organizations.
Definition of Terms

This section will define key terms that are used throughout the dissertation.

Arab League

Saudi Arabia is part of the Arab League, which is a regional organization that
includes all Arab countries situated in the Middle East and Africa (Arab League, 2022).
The organization focuses on coordinating political, cultural, economic, and social
programs.
Abaya

A cloak worn by women that covers their entire body. It is traditionally made of
plain black fabric, but in the last decade, women have changed it to be more colorful and
stylish.
Gender Integrated Workspace

Workspaces where female and male employees are sharing the same workspace.
This new structure began in government organizations following the announcement of
Vision 2030, which one of its main objectives is to empower women and increase their

employment in the workforce to at least 30% in all sectors (Vision 2030, 2016).
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Gender Relations

Gender relations is defined as how people interact with others and how others
relate to them, depending on their attributed gender, and they should be analyzed within
the cultural context in which they develop (Sanchez-Lépez & Limifiana-Gras, 2017).
Gender Segregated Workspace

Gender segregated workspaces were traditional workspaces in Saudi Arabia. It
was required for organizations employing women to assign them to a separate building, a
dedicated section of the main building, or a specific floor inaccessible to men.

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)

GCC has six countries that are situated on the Arabian Gulf, which are Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, United Arab Emirate, and Oman. The council is an
economic political union between countries that have fast growing economies as a result
of the oil boom in the area. The area is demographically and historically connected,
where the majority of its population consist of Muslim and Arabian tribes (Britannica,
2022).

Hijab
A cloth worn by women that covers their hair. It is also known in some Arab

countries as sheyla.

Knowledge Sharing
According to Dalkir (2005) knowledge sharing is part of the knowledge
management process. It is the action where knowledge is exchanged with people,

communities, or within organizations or between them. Knowledge is defined by
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Merriam-Webster (n.d.) as “information, understanding, or skill that you get from
experience or education.”
Mahram

A male family member which females are not required to wear a hijab in their

presence. Its plural is maharim.

Middle East

Saudi Arabia is situated in the heart of the Middle East, which is a
transcontinental area that stretches from the Mediterranean Sea to the Arabian Gulf
(World Atlas, 2022).
Muruwah

It can be translated into English as chivalry or nobility. It encompasses qualities
such as honor, integrity, and a sense of ethical behavior. It is associated with a code of
conduct that emphasizes moral uprightness, courtesy, and respect, particularly in
interactions with others.
Neopatriarchy

It is the modern patriarchy, especially the one exercised within a family rather
than society as a whole (Sharabi, 198).
Nigab

A face cover worn by women that only reveals their eyes.
Regional Subculture in Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia consists of different subcultures that are associated with its five
main regions. Each region comprises provinces that have a unique subculture, differing

from other regions in terms of tribes, culinary traditions, traditional attire, and accent.
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The regions and their associated provinces, included in parentheses, are: The Central
region (Riyadh and Qassim), the Northern region (Hail, Jawf, Northern Border, and
Tabuk), the Eastern region (Eastern Province), the Western region (Makkah and
Madinah), and the Southern region (Asir, Baha, Najran, and Jazan). The Eastern and
Western regions, being coastal areas, are known to consist of families that have
immigrated from other Arab and Islamic countries, such as Egypt, Syria, Malaysia,
Pakistan, and Iran.
Shared Workspace

The term shared workspace refers to organizations with open office spaces where
walls and partitions have been removed. Instead, they have been replaced with other
elements, such as cubicles, plants, and furniture, to create a physical separation between
departments and teams (Bernstein & Waber, 2019). This term is used with the same
meaning in the Saudi Arabia context.
Segregated Workspaces

Segregated workspaces were traditional workspaces in Saudi Arabia. (describe)

Social Exchange Theory (SET)

It is based on the notion that a relationship between two people is created through
a process of cost-benefit analysis. According to Blau (1964) it “refers to voluntary actions
of individuals that are motivated by the returns they are expected to bring and typically
do in fact bring from others” (p.91).
Tribal Kinship

In Arab culture, individuals maintain connections with their extended family or

tribe members. When a family or tribe member needs support, individuals are expected to
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step up and offer help. Additionally, courtesy and respect, known as ‘'muruwah,’ are
expected in the treatment of all family or tribe members, regardless of their gender.
Vision 2030

The Vision 2030 was announced by Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman in
2016, with three main themes: a vital society, a thriving economy, and an ambitious
nation. The vision encompasses numerous goals, including women's empowerment,
lifelong learning, and continuous development, aimed at building a knowledge-based

economy (Vision 2030, 2016).
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to understand the experiences of
knowledge sharing of male and female Saudi employees in Saudi government
organizations where male and female employees share the same workspace. To fulfill the
purpose of this study, the following research questions were investigated:

e How do male and female employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the influence of gender relations in
Saudi culture on their knowledge sharing?

e How do male and female employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the factors that hinder or facilitate their
knowledge sharing?

e How do male and female employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the influence of their organizational

practices on their knowledge sharing?

Literature Review Methodology

To examine the literature regarding the influence of gender relations on
knowledge sharing in Saudi government organizations, a search was conducted using the
ProQuest Central, Business Source Ultimate, ERIC (EBSCO), Education Source,
Academic Source Complete, and Soclndex, all accessible in the George Washington
University’s Gelman library. Google scholar was also used to search the literature.
Sources included books, conference papers and proceedings, dissertations, and scholarly

journals.
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This study followed Cseh's (2020) guidelines on conducting literature reviews for
dissertation studies. In order to ensure a higher probability of finding literature pertinent
to this study, searches were conducted in title, keywords, subject, abstract, or anywhere
except in full text (NOFT). In the first round of the literature search the following
combination of key terms were used: ‘knowledge sharing” AND ‘gender relations’ AND
‘Saudi” AND ‘workplace’ or ‘organization*’ or ‘firm’ or ‘enterprise’. This search yielded
no results. A second search was done with the key terms ‘knowledge sharing” AND
‘gender®*” AND ‘Saudi’ or ‘Qatar’ or ‘Kuwait’ or ‘Bahrain’ or ‘Oman’ or ‘Emirate’ or
‘Arab’ or ‘Middle East” AND ‘workplace’ or ‘organization®*’ or ‘firm’ or ‘enterprise’.
This search resulted in 10 articles and three were selected for this review, seven results
were excluded because they discussed innovation, customer services, or online social
networks. A third search was conducted using the key terms ‘knowledge sharing” AND
‘gender®*” AND ‘workplace’ or ‘organization®’ or ‘firm’ or ‘enterprise’. This search
resulted in 151 articles. Both conceptual and empirical studies were taken into
consideration. After reviewing the abstracts of the studies, seven articles were selected
for further review, and 144 studies were excluded because they were focused on
technology, knowledge management information systems, humanitarian initiatives,
customer services, entrepreneurial studies, and innovation which is outside the scope of
this study.

After examining keywords listed in the articles found during these searches,
another round of searches was conducted using following key terms and their
combinations: ‘communication’ or ‘interaction’ or ‘relations’ or ‘segregated’ AND

‘gender’ AND °‘organization’ or ‘workplace’ or ‘enterprise’ or ‘firm’ AND ‘Saudi’ or
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‘Qatar’ or ‘Kuwait’ or ‘Bahrain’ or ‘Oman’ or ‘Emirate’ ‘Middle East’ or ‘Arab’ were
used. This round resulted in 314 articles. After reviewing the abstracts of the articles,
seven studies, including a dissertation, were selected for further review and 307 articles
were excluded because they discussed topics that were outside of this study’s research
scope such as media, presidential campaigns, medical issues, leadership, learning styles,
humanitarian issues, or gendered issues that were not related to this study.

Searchers in google scholar using the same term combination in the title (this is
the only option google scholar offers) lead to 110 articles in total. 104 articles were
excluded for similar reasons mentions previously and six articles were selected to be
reviewed. The option ‘cited by’ and ‘similar to’ was used with a couple of the results, that
lead to choosing eight articles. The reference lists of the selected articles were also
reviewed, and seven articles and four books were selected to be reviewed. After
reviewing all the articles that have been selected, the final number of articles to be
reviewed was 42 articles.

Based on the review of the literature this chapter will be organized in the
following sections, genders segregation the Saudi culture, interaction between genders in
Saudi Arabia and Arab countries, and gender and knowledge sharing in organizations.
Gender Segregation in Saudi Culture

Al-Lily (2011) discussed the complexities of Saudi culture and the gender-
segregated system that emerged from these complexities. This system was created
through entangled traditional and Islamic values to a point that it is difficult to distinguish
between what is social and what is religious. In Saudi culture, men and women are

socially segregated, and they attend different schools and segregated universities. To
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understand the origins of gender segregation, it is important to understand the interplay of
religion and culture in the Saudi context and how it developed to its current state. The
following sections will discuss the history that shaped gender segregation in Saudi
culture, and gender related cultural characteristics described in the literature that
informed this setting.

Historical Aspects of Gender Segregation

According to Pharaon (2004), Islam is the constant factor in the history of the
Arabian Peninsula, where Saudi Arabia and its neighboring countries are situated. Islam
is what united the Arabs and changed their status from tribes torn by racism and battles to
control resources and territory, to a nation that ruled parts of the old world for centuries.
Therefore, Islam became a symbol of power, unity, and wealth, and it is why
fundamentalist base their claim that ‘returning’ to Islam is the solution for economic and
political problems (Yamani, 1997). It is also through Islam the Saudi royal family united
most of the tribes and regions of the Arabian Peninsula to what is known today as the
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (Baki, 2004). Therefore, the interpretation of Islam, which
continued to change throughout history, and Arabic tribal traditions has a major impact
on how Saudi culture have evolved.

In the eighteenth century, Imam Mohammed Ibn Saud started a movement to
unite the Arabian tribes and educate them in the practices of Islam with the help of
Mohammed bin Abdelwahab (Baki, 2004). His goals were met, and the first Saudi nation
was established with a united Islamic ideology and military force (AlMunajjed, 1997).
His descendants have carried on his message, and in 1932, Abdulaziz ben Saud was

declared the first King of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (Baki, 2004).
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Saudi Arabia is considered the keeper of the Islamic religion, where the two
holiest cities in Islam are situated, Makkah and Madinah (Baki, 2004; Pharaon, 2004).
The country rules by shari’a, the Islamic law, that is the implementation of the Quran,
the word of God, and sunnah, the sayings of prophet Mohammed (peace be upon him)
(Baki, 2004; Pahraon, 2004). Saudi Arabia is also situated in the heart of the Arab region,
where most of the Arabian tribes descended. These factors are what shaped and will
continue to influence the lives of Saudis and their society.
Characteristics of the Saudi Culture Related to Gender Segregation

Some of the characteristics of the Saudi culture which have been presented in the
literature can explain the gender segregation practices in the Saudi culture.
Fundamentalist claimed that these characteristics were derived from the teachings of the
Qur’an, and they enforced them in the name of shari'a (Baki, 2004). However, as
Pharaon (2004) indicated, ulama, Islamic jurists, are divided in the way they interpret the
Qur’an. Conservative ulama sometimes ignore the context to prove that a certain rule is
an Islamic law, especially in setting that are related to women’s work, while modernists
interpret it based on the social context. Sidani (2005) suggested that the conservative
ulama interpretations of the text in some situations is an unconscious attempt to justify
societal norms and practices. Syed (2010) explained that the protective provisions for
women in the original Islamic text was transformed throughout the years to strict
patriarchal institutions that resulted in segregating men and women. Therefore, when it
comes to characteristics related to women’s work, veiling, and gender mixing, ulama

have different opinions, and as a result, individuals also embrace different positions. This
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section will discuss the following Saudi cultural characteristics: Family honor, male-

female division, veiling, and public-private division.
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Family Honor. In Arabian culture, the concepts of family and tribe hold
significant importance, which individuals highly value and actively defend. It is the
responsibility of each member to safeguard the family's honor, as a loss of honor can
permanently tarnish the family's reputation (Al-Lily, 2011). It is also part of Arab culture
that the men of the family are the ones to protect the honor, and the burden of
representing this honor is laid on the shoulders of women (Al-Lily, 2011; Song, 2019;
Baki, 2004; Le Renard, 2008). This tension is what produced rules in the Saudi family,
and as a result society, to restrict women from interacting with men who are not
considered mahram (a male family member). These rules have evolved to include
restrictions on the disclosure of women's photos and, in certain situations, even their
voices (Al-Lily, 2011; Song, 2019). They are established to safeguard women's sexual
virtue, the loss of which may have repercussions for the entire family (Baki, 2004; Al-
Lily, 2011).

Although there are different Arab cultures, however, they all prioritize family and
its honor. Individuals are expected to keep contact with their ‘blood relatives’ and to
respect them and their opinions (Al-Saggaf & Begg 2004). In Saudi Arabia, a family is
not limited to just close relatives; it extends to the entire tribe, which can consist of
hundreds or thousands of individuals. Families and tribes have a hierarchical structure
where members of the family follow the rules of the elders, and in some tribes, the rules
of the leader of the tribe (Al-Saggaf & Begg 2004). Therefore, individuals’ actions need
to be aligned with the rules of the family and tribe, and their decisions and practices are

examined in comparison to these rules.
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Female-male Division. Saudi society sanctify the female-male dichotomy. This
rule of gender segregation was applied in Saudi Arabia on all aspects of private and
public life. Men and women are separated in schools, universities, banks, government
organizations, and in medical facilities (AIMunajjed, 1997). This practice of segregation
has been institutionalized in the Saudi societal structure because protecting women’s
chastity, and as a result, the family’s honor, was made a priority in society. This practice
has been supported by social-religious rational where traditional ulama indicated that free
interaction between genders would lead to infidelity, and as a result, the disintegration of
society and destruction of moral values (Al-Lily, 2011).

Historically, women in Saudi Arabia worked in the fields, and Bedouin women
would help their families in camel and lamb breeding. The custom of keeping women in
their private homes started with the oil boom, and it was a sign of wealth and luxury (Le
Renard, 2008). Willoughby (2008) have indicated that the oil boom in GCC countries
created what Sharabi (1988) described as a ‘neopatriarchal system’ where tribal traditions
are maintained creating a strong political control system that preserved the hierarchal
relation of tribalism, and male domination is one of its main aspects. Willoughby (2008)
explained that this dominating position have set crippling rules on women and prevented
them from work. The image of Saudi women that was supported by ulama is a virtuous
woman, educated, financially comfortable, and is only concerned with taking care of her
family and building a strong new generation of Muslim Saudi boys and girls. Despite the
discourse of modernization, this image of Saudi women was preserved, and laws that
support male and female segregation were developed since the 1960s because that was

the only way to make society accept women education and work (Le Renard, 2008).
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Therefore, when women are in the presence of men, they are expected to be shy.
Shyness is a characteristic that has a religious aspect to it. It is expected by men and
women in Islam, and it was mentioned by the Prophet Mohammed (peace be upon him)
as “a branch of faith.” In this context, shyness prevents an individual from committing
any behaviors that are not aligned with the Islamic faith (Al-Saggaf & Begg 2004).
However, socially, shyness has been a trait expected of women only, where if she was in
a situation to communicate with a man, she is expected to keep communication to the
minimum, and to lower her voice and gaze (Al-Lily, 2011).

Yet, changes took place gradually in Arab and Saudi societies, especially in urban
areas. As the study by Bowen et al. (2008) on Moroccan youth found, the use of mobile
phones and the exposer to western media has strained the rules on male and female
interaction. Also, Al-Saggaf and Bergg (2004) indicated that the use of the internet and
social media has changed the attitudes of women and men toward each other. As a result,
the aspect of shyness has been revisited for many Saudi women. The internet also had a
major impact on Saudi women and their expression of opinions and thoughts. With the
new Saudi Vision 2030, the focus on empowering women and the increase of their
participation in the workforce have changed the narrative on women’s work to some
extent. The male-female division is blurring especially in urban communities (Le Renard,
2013), and although socially Saudi families are socializing in gender segregated spaces,
but out in the public world things are changing.

Veiling. Women’s attire in Saudi Arabia have been a symbol of Saudi women,
and a heated topic of discussion locally and globally. Saudi women are expected when

they are in the presence of a non-mahram (male family member) to wear an abaya (a
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cloak worn by women that covers their entire body), a sheyla (known also as hijab, a
cloth worn by women that covers their hair), and in some situations a nigab (a face cover
worn by women that only reveals their eyes) (Al-Lily, 2011; Le Renard, 2008; Pharoan,
2004). This dress code is also present in other GCC countries, such as Qatar (Golkowska,
2017). In other Arab countries the hijab is used by conservative women or those living in
rural areas. Pharoan (2004) has explained veiling as a practice of three dimensions, the
first is visual, that hides something; the second is spatial, that separates women from
men; and the third is ethical, that is a sign of shyness and avoiding the forbidden. Women
used to be expected not to leave the house without a mahram (male family member)
accompanying them (Al-Lily, 2011; Le Renard, 2008). They were also restricted from
public areas if they did not have a mahram with them.

In Saudi Arabia, this dress code is not practiced when women are in the presence
of other women or maharim (plural of mahram). This led women to create their own
sphere in society where they can act freely without social and spatial restrictions. Le
Renard (2008) described the Saudi women’s ‘world’ as a forbidden space for men.
Women created a section in society that they control, and it complies to their own rules.
In this ‘woman only society’, women wear what they please and follow the latest trends
of fashion. Also, women have changed the traditional black abaya (a cloak worn by
women that covers their entire body), to more colorful ones, which Le Renard (2013)
found as a sign of transgression by Saudi women. Le Renard (2013) also indicated that
young Saudi women have loosened their use of their sheylas (known also as hijab, a cloth
worn by women that covers their hair) and that a big part of the Saudi women society

stopped wearing a nigab (a face cover worn by women that only reveals their eyes). Le
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Renard (2013) found that although women were expected to only leave their homes with
their mahram, Saudi women did not adhere to this rule and went out with their female
friends in public spaces. It is also worth indicating that the male guardianship rule that
was presented in Saudi Arabia in the early 80s which required a designated male’s
permission to travel, study, and work was lifted in July 2019 (Calin & Rashad, 2019).
Public-Private Division. The Saudi society is divided into public and private
spheres. Men are concerned with the public division, and women are concerned with the
private one (Al -Lily, 2011). Nevertheless, societal norms dictate that men assume the
responsibility of safeguarding the private realm and overseeing women's activities in
public, given their role as guardians. Women are anticipated to devote the majority of
their time within the confines of their homes, venturing outside solely for urgent matters
and accompanied by a mahram (a male family member). Men are supposed to be the
breadwinners, and women are the keepers of the family, and as a result, society (James-
Hawkins et al., 2017). The setup, as described by Kandiyoti (1988) as the patriarchal
bargain, has undergone changes in the past two decades. In the GCC countries, there is an
increase in the number of women entering the workforce which is supported by the
government in an attempt to reduce the economy’s reliance on expatriate workers
(Pharaon, 2004; James-Hawkins et al., 2017). Although the GCC governments have been
promoting women’s education and their participation in the workforce, women are still
under the pressure of being the caregiver of their family, and the protectors of cultural
values. This position which women find themselves in is what creates inner conflict for

them when joining the workforce (Elamin & Omair, 2010; James-Hawkins et al., 2017).
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The Islamic and traditional aspects of these cultural characteristics deeply root
them in the Saudi social setting. Despite ongoing efforts in the country to promote
moderation, modernization, and reduce the influence of fundamentalists on public
discourse, some social settings still resist change. The pressure on women to be the
saviors of society, the keepers of family honor, and symbols of purity creates conflicting
stances in Saudi society.

Interaction between Genders in Saudi Arabia and Arab Countries

As discussed in the previous section, in Arab cultures, protecting the family’s
honor is one of the most sacred roles of its individuals. A big portion of this honor is
associated with women’s virtue (Baki, 2004; Al-Lily, 2011). Most of the social rules in
Arab cultures in general, and Saudi culture in particular, is built around this concept. The
barriers and rules that are set to limit the interaction between genders, and the reduction
of women mobility emanate from family’s honor. Studies show that even when Saudi
women and men are situated in other setting, such as studying abroad or using the
internet, they still adhere to some of the rules that regulate their interaction, and their
acceptance of the new setting can take time (Song, 2019; Alhazmi & Nyland, 2013;
Madini & Nooy, 2013). In the following section the different settings of interaction
between genders in Saudi Arabia and other Arab countries that were presented in the
literature will be discussed.

Gender Interaction in Higher Education Institutions

Studies examining interactions between genders in higher education institutions

have been divided into two main categories. Some studies have focused on Saudi

international students and their interactions between genders, while others have explored
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the interaction between genders among faculty members. The following section will
present these studies.

Gender Interaction of Saudi Students Studying Abroad. An international
scholarship program started in Saudi Arabi in 2005 where Saudi students from all
genders and age groups were given the chance to learn in different countries around the
world. The number of Saudi students who were studying abroad in 2019 was 93 thousand
students, 34 percent of them were Saudi women (Argaam, 2019). Song (2019) conducted
a study on how second-language learner’s participation in the classroom is related to
gender, and how gender norms intersect with other categories such as culture and
religion. In her study, Song (2019) interviewed 10 Saudi women that attended a public
university in the US. She focused on how the participants’ cultural and religious
background affect their participation in gender integrated classrooms. Song (2019) found
that ‘shyness’ is a common theme that all her participants expressed to be a rule
regulating how they behave in these spaces. The participants indicated that shyness is the
aspect that shows how ‘good’ of a woman they are. Song (2019) explained that by
accepting shyness as a personality trait, her participants legitimize their withholding of
speaking or participating to avoid being stigmatized as being a ‘bad’ woman.

In exploring the transition to new gender integrated settings, Alhazmi and Nyland
(2013) conducted a phenomenological study on the dialectical relationship between Saudi
international students’ cultural identity and their assimilation experience in cross-cultural
contact. They conducted in-depth semi-structure interviews with five Saudi International
students in Australian universities, three men and two women. They focused on the

participants perspective on moving from a gender segregated society to a gender
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integrated society and how it may affect their cultural identity as Saudi students. Alhazmi
and Nyland (2013) found that the transition created conflict within the participants, that
subside with time. They also found that it helped them reflect on their cultural practices
and perhaps adopt new practices. However, there is a difference between the experiences
of men and women in the study. The male participants were more open to change and
focused on how it altered their perspectives on the role of women in society, while the
female participants discussed how this transition has given them more confidence and
independence. Both male and female participants initially expressed concerns about how
they would be perceived by the opposite gender. The female participants shared their
concerns about the protection of their reputation and how they found ways to create rules
of interaction and set boundaries.

Gender Interaction among Faculty Members in Saudi Universities. Saudi
universities are gender segregated spaces where faculty and students of opposite genders
do not meet face to face (Al-Lily, 2011). However, with the rising number of female
Saudi students in higher education and a shortage of women faculty to meet the needs of
women's sections in some universities, men faculty members used technology to bridge
this gap. Al-Lily (2013) have conducted a study on the influence of social relations on
educational technology, and how it is constructed the institutional level in Saudi
universities. An anthropological and archaeological framework informed the study, and a
case study methodology was used to collect the data. Al-Lily (2013) conducted
interviews and observation of online communities of King Faisal University, which is
located in Alhassa, on the east cost of Saudi Arabia. Al-Lily (2013) interviewed men and

women, and the sample involved 43 online distance education students, 109
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undergraduates, 34 postgraduates, 40 academics, and 11 academic-managers. Al-Lily
(2013) indicated that the results show that Saudi gender segregation patterns in society
were also applied on the use of education technology. Men faculty members did teach
female students through TV circuits or blackboard, while women faculty did not teach
male students. According to Al-Lily’s (2013) findings, technology and spaces are
manipulated to be aligned with the politics of society.

Similar to the Al-Lily (2013), Alotaibi (2015) have investigated the use of
technology in Saudi universities, however, focused on how collaborative technology use
among faculty is changing work practices in gender segregated workplaces. Alotaibi
(2015) used a single case study design for the study and chose the University of Umm Al-
Qura as the research site, which is located in Makkah, west of Saudi Arabia. For data
collection, Alotaibi (2015) conducted semi-structured interviews with 16 women faculty
members, and six men, in addition to observing two teams that consisted of men and
women. Alotaibi (2015) found that some technology was used as gatekeeping to mediate
the interaction between men and women. Alotaibi (2015) also found that interaction
between genders differed when performed publicly or in private. In the public sphere,
such as during team meetings using video conferencing, it was cautious and limited.
While communication between genders privately, using instant messaging, was
egalitarian and it challenged societal norms.

The studies showed that Saudi culture’s rules affected how Saudi students
interacted with the opposite gender even when they studied in Western universities.
However, the effect is different when comparing men to women. Women had to set rules

to interact with the opposite gender to protect their reputations. Faculty members in Saudi
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universities had to overcome different barriers to interacting with a colleague from the
opposite gender. Even the technology used to facilitate the interaction between female
and male colleagues in these universities was regulated by the social-political rules of

society.

Gender Interaction in Saudi and Arab Workplaces

The literature on Arab and Saudi cultures discussed the rules and regulations their
cultures have set on genders’ interaction to protect family honor. The public sphere,
which men rules according to Arab patriarchal systems, is changing and the boundaries
that were set for women are distorting. Men are no longer the only provider for the
family, and women are supported to learn, work, and have a career. The following section
will discuss men and women’s perception of women’s work in Arab cultures and how it
influences gender interaction in different workplace settings, gender segregated or
integrated.

James-Hawkins et al. (2017) interviewed 27 Qatari women who were enrolled in
college and are between the age 18-27. The purpose of the study was to examine how the
patriarchal bargain (Kandiyoti, 1988) can influence what women aspire to achieve in life.
James-Hawkins et al. (2017) found that even though Qatari society is changing rapidly
when it comes to women’s education and work, women are still expected to hold their
role in the patriarchal bargain and bear the weight of taking care of the family. James-
Hawkins et al. (2017) found that their participants do see the conflict between attaining
their career goals and starting a family and caring for it. Some of the participants claimed
that if they were put in a situation to choose between the two, they would choose taking

care of their families because that is the achievement that matters the most. However,
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participants indicated a lot of families changed their views on women’s work, especially
working in gender integrated spaces and they are supporting their daughters’ decisions.

Similar to James-Hawkins et al. (2017), Salem and Yount (2019) have examined
the attitudes toward work, by focusing on gender segregated workplaces and reasons why
women choose to work in these settings. Salem and Yount (2019) conducted semi-
structured interviews with 28 Qatari women who never married, between the ages 18-25.
They indicate that Qatari women are supported by the government to enter the job market
and are welcomed in different professions and settings, however, women are still hesitant
to enter gender integrated spaces and prefer segregated ones. Contrary to what some
participants expressed in James-Hawkins et al.’s (2017) study, Salem and Yount (2019)
found that there are social and cultural barriers for women’s work in gender integrated
settings that stem from women appropriateness. The participants indicated that traditional
customs, social disapproval, family objections, and concerns that are marriage-related are
what prevent them from choosing to work in gender integrated spaces. One of the key
findings of this study was that participants avoided interacting with men in order to
protect their reputation which is necessary to maintain family relations and their own
marriageability. Salem and Yount (2019) concluded that women are still holding their
side of the ‘patriarchal bargain’, allowing men domination in return to maintaining their
reputation, and that gender segregated workplaces are a structural accommodation of
patriarchy that constrains resisting it.

Aldossari and Calvard (2021) extended the work of Salem and Yount (2019) in
exploring attitudes of Middle Eastern women towards gender segregated and integrated

spaces. They focused on the ethics and politics of Saudi women resistance or compliance
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to the gendered acts in the workplace. Aldossari and Calvard (2021) conducted semi-
structured interviews with 58 Saudi women who worked in gender segregated and
integrated workplaces located in the Eastern province of Saudi Arabia and Riyadh city.
The data showed that Saudi women have to navigate ethical and political decisions of
confirming to or resisting patriarchal and cultural influences on their future and work.
Some participants expressed the difficulties they faced when deciding where to work
because of the tribal restrictions and the weight society puts on women in relation to the
family honor and reputation. The data showed that even though there is support by the
government to empower women, they still faced patriarchal practices that were reflected
in how they are perceived by their male colleagues. The participants expressed how
uncomfortable they felt when they interacted with male colleagues, even those who
worked in gender segregated organizations.

As indicated in previous sections, Saudi Arabia’s 2030 vision has focused on
employing women in different professions, and they set standards and rules for
companies even in the private sector to acquire this goal. Albelali and Williams (2022)
have conducted a study using multiple-case design methodology to understand the
implications of gendered power relations in the workplace. They explored two
organizations: one was a retail company, and the other was an architectural firm, using
semi-structured interviews and observation for data collection. From the first
organization, six female employees were interviewed. From the second organization, two
male managers and four female employees were interviewed. Albelali and Williams
(2022) indicated that, in the retail company, participants expressed dissatisfaction with

their work environment. They felt they were being used merely to fulfill the company's
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required percentage of female employees. Furthermore, their suggestions to improve
work conditions were not acknowledged, and the workspace did not accommodate their
needs. The participants from the retail company felt subjugated and did not trust their
managers which created a disconnect that resulted in a lack of motivation to work.
However, in the architectural firm the female employees felt they were employed for
their qualifications and they were provided with a private lounge that could accommodate
their need of privacy. Albelali and Williams (2022) indicated that although segregation of
genders in the workplace may induce patriarchal power relations, however, the private
section was a source of personal power for the female employees in the architectural
firm. Albelali and Williams (2022) found that the way managers interact and value their
female employees’ expertise effects how these women participate in the workplace. They
also highlighted how trust is an important element to improve gender relations at work.
To understand the views of men in relation to women’s work, Elamin and Omair
(2010) conducted a quantitative study on Saudi male attitude toward working women.
They used a multidimensional aversion to women who work scale (MAWWWS) as their
research instrument, and it was completed by 301 Saudi men older than 18 years and
from different regions in Saudi Arabia. The results revealed that a significant number of
participants adopted traditional attitudes toward working women, perceiving men as
dominant, competitive, and suitable for leadership roles. Conversely, they viewed women
as submissive and capable only of occupying caring and domestic positions within the
household. Furthermore, the findings indicated that single Saudi men exhibited less
traditional attitudes toward working women compared to their married counterparts.

Additionally, unemployed men showed less traditional attitudes in this regard. Regarding
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educational levels, the results demonstrated an inverse relationship: the more educated
the participants, the less traditional attitudes they expressed. Elamin and Omair (2010)
also found that younger participants showed less traditional attitudes. Elamin and Omair
(2010) expressed the need for a public discourse that supports working women in order to
change the patriarchal traditional attitudes toward women’s work.

Similarly, Simmons et al. (2012) conducted a quantitative study to compare men’s
attitude toward women managers in egalitarian and non-egalitarian countries using power
distance as their theoretical framework. The study employed questionnaires to measure
power distance, social dominance orientation, and attitudes toward women managers
among 39 Kuwaiti men and 50 American men in college. Data were analyzed using
hierarchical regression, revealing a negative correlation between high levels of social
dominance and favorable attitudes toward women managers. The study also found a
significant interaction affect between social dominance and power distance on men’s
attitude toward women managers in Kuwait. This means that when men with high social
dominance experience low power distance, gender equality for instance, it elicits negative
attitudes toward women managers. The data also showed that Kuwaiti men with low
social dominance who perceive low power distance have positive attitudes towards
women managers. However, this interaction affect was not significant for the American
men, which means that when culture is in flux, individuals are affected differently
depending on how the changes fit with their individual predispositions.

Williams et al. (2013) conducted a phenomenological study to explore the
influence fathers have on their daughter’s career decisions in the United Arab Emirates.

They conducted semi-structured interviews with eight Emirati women who worked in the
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public sector in the city of Dubai. The participants were unmarried and recently
graduated from college. Although all participants indicated that their fathers supported
their careers, however, this support was conditioned with many rules that effects their
career choices. Williams et al. (2013) found that the data showed implicit signs of the
patriarchal bargain. The explicit face of the bargain is their support of their daughter’s
career choices, while the implicit face for it is the rules they set on their daughters’
modesty, what time they come back from work, and how they interact with their co-
workers. In some situations, the father helps his daughter in getting the job through his
social network. This means that they have control on their daughters’ choice of work and
may have a relative in that space that could keep an eye on them. Williams et al. (2013)
indicated that their findings explain the reason why Emirati women prefer working in the
public sector because it is aligned with the traditions of the Emirati society, where there is
little interaction between genders, and fewer work hours per day.

The literature discusses how patriarchal practices in Arab societies manifest in the
workplace as an extension of the rules prevalent in the home and community. The finding
of the studies showed that men and women are affected by traditions, and they enact them
at work. In the Middle East, men sometimes view themselves as superiors, and they
interact with women according to that view, even at work. Women are still seen as
caregivers and responsible for caring for their children and family. They are also
expected to adhere to the rules of the male figure in their families. Society expects
women to act by traditions, even in the workplace, by being modest in how they dress
and interact with their colleagues. These traditions can create a barrier for women to

work in a particular profession, restrict them to specific spaces, or even share their
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knowledge and excel at work. However, when women’s expertise is valued and their
needs are accommodated, it builds trust between them and their colleagues and increases
their motivation to work. The literature also shows that Middle Eastern men’s attitudes
toward women in the workplace may change as the culture changes.

Gender Interaction Facilitated by Technology in Arab Countries

Technology, such as mobile phones and social media, have changed how
individuals interact, specifically in Arab communities. The literature showed different
studies discussing gender interaction using these mediums in different settings and how
they affect interaction between genders. In some Arab cultures, direct interaction between
genders that are not from the same family is frowned upon. However, mobile phones
have gave genders a private channel of interaction away from the public’s surveillance.
Also, online interaction creates a different setting where individuals can interact without
being associated with a certain family, and the direct interaction, that culture does not
approve of, is avoided. In the previous section, articles that discuss interaction between
genders facilitated by technology will be explored.

The literature showed different settings for online communities, some
communities can have a formal setting by being related to certain institutions, others are
more general. In their study, Madini and Nooy (2013) focused on understanding how
Saudi international students interacted in an online forum that was developed by the
Saudi Cultural Mission in Australia. Their data was gathered from two sub-forums, the
general forum and the women forum, which is named ‘Eve’. Participants included Saudi
university students in Brisbane, Australia, as well as their spouses, and both past and

intending students. The researchers found that although cross-gender interaction in this
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setting does not violate rules of Saudi culture, the interaction was avoided, and men
rarely participated in the forum that was designated for women. Women'’s participation in
the general forum was limited and was related to formal subjects. The researchers
indicated that perhaps one of the reasons for the lack of interaction was that it was a
formal forum sponsored by the government. Also, members of the forum were known to
those who administered it because they provided their address and their full name when
establishing their accounts. These findings are similar to what Song (2019) found in her
study on Saudi female students in US universities and how participating and voicing their
opinions is avoided in order to protect the ‘good woman’ image.

Al-Saggaf and Begg (2004) had contradicting findings when compared to Madini
and Nooy (2013). Their ethnographic study aimed to explore how Saudi online
communities affected its individuals. The data was collected through silent observation of
a public online forum for a year, and semi-structured interviews that were conducted with
seven men and eight female participants who were part of this community. The
participant represents different age groups, education levels, and were located in different
provinces in Saudi Arabia. Al-Saggaf and Begg (2004) found that participating in this
forum had favorable effects on its members, such as increasing the participants flexibility
in their discussions, awareness when dealing with opposite genders, and an increase in
their confidence. Some of the participants reported that communication in the forum
helped them to be less inhibited about other genders. Al-Saggaf and Begg (2004) also
reported that online communication had an effect that contradicted some of Saudi cultural
values, especially for women, in that they became less shy to interact with the opposite

gender. Al-Saggaf and Begg (2004) indicated that although the participants used the
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online community in accordance with their Saudi cultural values, however, they
appreciated the anonymity and lack of social cues that it provided which had a substantial
effect on them.

Bowen et al. (2008) conducted a study on the use of mobile phones by young
Moroccans. In the study they focused on how mobile phones have given this population a
way to imitate western practices of interaction and romance between genders while
maintaining their traditional status in the presence of family. Bowen et al. (2008)
conducted 50 interviews with Moroccan men and women that are between the ages of 18
and 24. The interviews focused on how these participants use their phones, and where
they use them. They found that young Moroccans, especially women, are living a double
life. Secretly, they are forming romantic connections, and mobile phones have facilitated
this process. Bowen et al. (2008) have explained that mobile phones have changed the
rules of public-private spheres which the patriarchal system have set in the Arab culture.
Bowen et al. (2008) indicated also that relationships between genders have a different
impact on them. For women, having a relationship with a non-mahram (a male family
member) man would affect her reputation, reduce her chance of having a good marriage
proposal, and affect her family’s reputation. While men's relationship activities are not
monitored or restricted by their families, and such activities do not harm their reputation
or status. These findings are aligned with previous studies that discussed interaction
between genders in online settings in Saudi Arabia. Genders avoid interaction in public
because of the rules of society, however, when they are given a safe space, interaction

may occur.
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The studies show that Middle Eastern women and men usually avoid direct and
indirect interaction and that this is aligned with cultural rules and values. However, they
also suggest that the fear of being misjudged by the community is what inhibits their
interaction, especially for women. The idea of being a ‘good woman’ is related to her
limited interaction with non-mahram men. This image is necessary to increase her chance
of getting married and having a family. Yet, when the factor of anonymity and safety was
provided to individuals, cross-gendered communication and relations improved.

Gender and Knowledge Sharing in Organizations

Heisig and Kannan (2020) indicate that there is a lack of studies that explored the
dimension of gender in the knowledge sharing literature, and the Arab context is not an
exception. Research on knowledge sharing in the Arab context disregarded gender as a
factor that influences knowledge sharing in the workplace, although gender and gender
relations in Arab culture are significant when compared to other cultures as the previous
sections have presented. This section will present studies that explore gender and
knowledge sharing in Saudi and Arab higher education institutions, and workplaces.
Also, studies on gender and knowledge sharing in non-Arab organizations will be
presented to understand how gender and knowledge sharing were explored in other
contexts.

Gender and Knowledge Sharing in Saudi and Arab Higher Education Institutions

Higher education in Saudi Arabia is one of the sectors where the number of

female faculty members is higher than their male counterparts (BinBakr & Ahmed,
2019). However, as discussed previously, higher education institutions are segregated in

Saudi Arabia and women and men do not share the same workspace. BinBakr and
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Ahmed (2019) conducted a quantitative study to investigate women faculty members’
high involvement work processes (HIWP), including knowledge sharing, and its relation
to organizational commitment. They proposed that employees are motivated to work
when power, rewards, information, and knowledge are shared on different levels of the
organization. The data was collected using a survey which was filled by 135 women
faculty members in the University of Dammam in Saudi Arabia. The study showed that
women had a moderate level of engagement in knowledge sharing, reward, and
information sharing practices, which means low levels of involvement in work. BinBakr
and Ahmed (2019) indicated that the low levels of work involvement of women are due
to the male domination of leadership positions in Saudi universities, where the majority
of deanship and department chairs are held by men.

Similarly, Khalil et al. (2020) explored the knowledge sharing behaviors,
attitudes, and intentions of faculty members in higher education institutions in Kuwait,
investigating whether individual characteristics, such as gender, influence them. It is
important to indicate that universities in Kuwait were not gender segregated during this
study, and male and female faculty members share the same space. A survey was used
for data collection and 207 faculty members participated, where 64% of the participants
were men, 36% were women. Khalil et al. (2020) identified different ways of sharing
knowledge which were formal and informal. The data was analyzed using factor
analysis and multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA). Khalil et al. (2020) found
that gender has a significant effect on knowledge sharing practices, and that women
were found to share knowledge through personal communication. They also found that

women had stronger intentions to share knowledge in the future than their male
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colleagues. Khalil et al. (2020) indicated that these results are not aligned with previous

literature. They explained the findings by indicating that the women in the sample of the

study were behind in their academic status when compared to their male colleagues,

which places them under pressure to acquire more knowledge to improve their scholarly

work and advance in their career.
Gender and Knowledge Sharing in Arab Workplaces

Studies have explored different factors that influenced knowledge sharing in Arab
workplaces, such as trust or organizational culture. However, gender was not widely used
as a moderator of knowledge sharing practices. Arif et al. (2017) have conducted a study
to understand the different factors that affect knowledge sharing in the Arab context.
They indicated that Arab management systems are affected by family, tribe, history, and
tradition, and that national culture can become a major barrier for effective knowledge
sharing. Arif et al. (2017) developed a maturity model in their study to assess knowledge
sharing in the manufacturing sector in Jordan by using a mixed approach. They used
questionnaires that were filled by 153 individuals working in the sector. Also, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with six of the participants. The study produced a
model that had three main pillars, trust factors, management factors, and communication
factors. Under the communication factors, Arif et al. (2017) indicated that gender
differentiation in Arab culture, where female employees have limited rights, can
negatively influence relationships and trust between employees, which as a result hinders
knowledge sharing.
Additionally, Marouf (2015) has studied employees’ individual characteristics,

including gender and its effect on their perception of knowledge sharing practices in
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Kuwaiti organizations. The study used a survey to collect data from 386 participants,
79% were men, and 21% were women from different sectors, education levels, positions,
and age groups. Linear regression analysis was used for data analysis. The study found
that there was no significant difference between men and women in their perception of
knowledge sharing practices in their organizations. However, there was a significant
interaction affect between gender and education level, where men’s level of education
had a positive relation with knowledge sharing, and the opposite was found for women.
Marouf (2015) suggested that these findings need more exploration through qualitative
methods.
Gender and Knowledge Sharing in non-Arab Workplaces

Lin (2006) examined how social ties affect knowledge sharing for men and
women using social network theory, where social ties are categorized into instrumental
(formal) ties and expressive (informal) ties. A survey was used to collect data from 408
part-time students in the business administration department of an evening university in
Taiwan, who worked in various industries during the day. The data was analyzed using a
two-step procedure of structural equation modeling. Lin (2006) found that instrumental
ties have a stronger influence on knowledge sharing for women than men. They also
found that women are more willing to share knowledge in the workplace if they have
positive relations with their coworkers and that they demonstrated stronger workplace
partnership. The study also showed that feedback is an important aspect that men seek in
their work, and that it has a positive effect on their choice to share knowledge.

A second quantitative study, conducted by Lin (2008), aimed to examine the

relationship between organizational citizenship behavior (OCB) and knowledge sharing
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and to test these relationships for both men and women. The study utilized the OCB
framework, a model theoretically explained by social exchange theory (SET) (Liaquat &
Mehmood, 2017), to assess the impact of these behaviors on knowledge sharing. Lin
(2008) hypotheses suggested that a positive relationship existed between each OCB
construct and knowledge sharing. It also tested the difference between the scores for men
and women for each behavior and if gender moderates the relationship between each
construct and knowledge sharing. Data was collected from the same population in the
previous study, where 314 surveys were filled and used as the data source for the study.
The data showed that altruism effects knowledge sharing for women, and sportsmanship
and courtesy effect knowledge sharing for men. Women would add more work hours and
share knowledge to help other coworkers, and men understand the needs of their team
and show less complaints when it comes to work. Lin (2008) indicated that the findings
show how organization practices and culture play a major role in knowledge sharing.
Gender and trust were also explored by Tourigny et al. (2017) in a quantitative
study that aimed to understand the impact of gender on interpersonal trust of employees
and how it effects work behaviors such as sharing knowledge, sharing responsibility, and
engaging in OCB. Tourigny et al. (2017) collected data from 308 employees in
nonmanagerial positions and 71 managers in the manufacturing sector in China using
questionnaires. The choice of the manufacturing sector was based on Tourigny et al.'s
(2017) belief that gender differences would be evident in a sector predominantly
dominated by men. Tourigny et al. (2017) used the interpersonal trust model which
distinguished between two main forms of interpersonal trust, affect-based trust and

cognitive-based trust. Affect-based trust (ABT) is the genuine concern of the welfare of
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the other and cognitive-based trust (CBT) is the result of an assessment of the other’s
reliability and dependability. For analyzing data, they used descriptive statistics,
correlation, confirmatory factor analysis and hierarchical moderated regression. Tourigny
et al. (2017) discovered that ABT and CBT did have an impact on subordinates’
knowledge sharing behaviors. Furthermore, they observed that the gender of the manager
or subordinate moderates the effect of both ABT and CBT. However, the significance of
this relationship was observed only when both the manager and the subordinate were
women. This implies that women managers need to establish trust with their female
subordinates to observe the desired behaviors at work.

Building on the exploration of gendered practices, another study conducted by
Sheerin et al. (2020) delved into tacit knowledge sharing from the perspective of female
managers. They employed structuration theory as their theoretical framework. For data
collection, they interviewed 32 female managers employed in two gendered spaces, 21 of
the participants worked in human resources (HR) and 11 participants working investment
banking. They chose banking investment as a space with masculine values due to the
competitive nature of this profession, and HR as the context with feminine values. They
found that in masculine spaces, women felt like outsiders, and mentoring was deemed
ineffective in transmitting tacit knowledge. The women also expressed difficulties in
accessing senior gatekeepers. On the contrary, in feminine spaces, both formal and
informal relations played crucial roles, aiding them in performance and knowledge
creation. Interestingly, the gender of their mentors did not impact the perceived value of
the knowledge they received. The study also found that in the masculine spaces, women

were excluded from what they called ‘the boys club’. Women were not part of their men
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collogues’ private social networks which kept them out of the loop and missing the
knowledge that was shared in these informal networks. They also found that
organizational culture played an important role in how knowledge is shared, and that
language and discourse shaped culture and networks in organizations.

The literature also discussed demographic variables, such as gender, and how they
affect knowledge sharing in the workplace. Balogun (2014) conducted a study on 328
doctors and nurses in Nigeria and found similar results to Lin (2006), where he found
women were more willing to share knowledge because of their sensitivity to instrumental
ties. Similarly, Grubi¢-Nesic¢ et al. (2015) tested the effect of demographic variables on
employees’ involvement in knowledge sharing in Central Europe and found that women
were more willing to share knowledge in their organizations. Yuan and Ma (2022)
conducted a study on 688 participants in China and found that interpersonal trust had a
positive effect on knowledge sharing for women more than men. Additionally, Yuan and
Ma (2022) found that organizational commitment had a positive effect on knowledge
sharing for men. Razi et al. (2014) also explored the effect of demographic variables on
intention to share knowledge for executives in Sri Lanka telecommunication companies.
However, they found contradicting results, where personal attributes, such as gender, has
no significant effect on participants intentions to share knowledge.

Studies examining the impact of gender on knowledge sharing in both Arab and
non-Arab countries yielded diverse implications. Notably, there was a focus on the
significance of trust, particularly in non-Arab contexts, and its influence on knowledge,
especially for women. The findings also highlighted distinct behaviors that affect

knowledge sharing in the workplace, showing variations between men and women.
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Studies also showed that women's relations at work affect their willingness to share
knowledge because they create stronger partnerships at work. However, it is essential to
highlight that context matters, and different workplaces and cultures would show
different results regarding knowledge sharing.
Summary

The literature identified factors that influenced gender segregation in Saudi
culture and how it affected the interaction between genders in society and workplaces. It
also explored gender and knowledge sharing in Arab and non-Arab organizations. Studies
discussed different characteristics in the Saudi culture which influenced gender
segregation, such as family honor, female-male division, veiling, and public and private
division. The review of the studies also showed that that Middle Eastern women and men
usually avoid direct and indirect interaction, and this avoidance is more substantial for
women. Yet, when the factor of anonymity and safety was provided to individuals, cross-
gendered communication and relations improved. The literature on gender and
knowledge sharing in Arab workplaces showed that when women feel more valued and
appreciated, they perform better and shared their knowledge. In non-Arab contexts,
different results also were evident when gender and knowledge sharing were explored.

Although the reviewed literature provided insights into how Saudi men and
women interact, none of these studies investigated how gender relations in Saudi culture
influence employees’ knowledge sharing in government organizations. Thus, the purpose
of this dissertation study is to understand the experiences of knowledge sharing of male
and female Saudi employees in Saudi government organizations where male and female

employees share the same workspace.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

The chapter begins with a restatement of the purpose of the research and the
research question and then the ontology and epistemology that shaped the research. The
chapter provides a review of the basic interpretive design, participant selection, data
collection method and process, data analysis, trustworthiness, ethical considerations, and
a subjectivity statement.

The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to understand the experiences of
knowledge sharing of male and female Saudi employees in Saudi government
organizations where male and female employees share the same workspace. To fulfill the
purpose of this study, the following research questions were investigated:

e How do male and female employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the influence of gender relations in the
Saudi culture on their knowledge sharing?

e How do female and male employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the factors that hinder or facilitate their
knowledge sharing?

e How do female and male employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the influence of their organizational
practices on their knowledge sharing?

Ontology and Epistemology

Ontology describes the assumptions the researcher holds on the nature of reality

and the epistemology is how the researcher knows and understands reality (Creswell,

2013; Bechara & Van de Ven, 2007). This study was rooted in the social constructivist
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paradigm (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Crotty, 1998), with a relativist ontology and subjective
epistemology. The social constructivist paradigm indicates that meanings of reality are
constructed by the people living it and that people cannot separate themselves from their
experiences. Based on the relativist ontology, it is believed that the reality for Saudi
women and men working in government organizations is constructed intersubjectively
and effected by their experiences and social background. The subjective epistemology of
this research led to finding it necessary to foster a dialogue with men and women who
work in Saudi government organizations where they share the same workspace.
Therefore, interviewing these men and women was critical to understand the meanings
they make of their knowledge sharing experiences and if Saudi culture influences these
experiences.
Basic Qualitative Study Methodology

Basic qualitative research is aligned with the social constructivist paradigm of this
research because it helps in understanding the phenomenon from the perspective of the
individuals who experienced it. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) noted that the goal of
qualitative studies is to understand how people make sense of their world. Patton (2001)
also indicated that basic qualitative studies aim to understand the realities constructed by
the people experiencing the phenomenon and the implications of these constructions on
their lives. This methodology was selected because it aligned with the study's aim to
explore how Saudi men and women, sharing the same workplace, perceived their

knowledge sharing experiences.
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Participant Selection

The targeted population for this study was Saudi government employees, men and
women, sharing the same workspace. Saudi government organizations used to either only
employ men, or if they employed women, they would be placed in gender segregated
buildings (van Geel, 2016). However, with the government supporting the increase of
women employment and the pursuit of a new knowledge-based economy (Vision 2030,
2016), new government organizations were established to accomplish this goal where
men and women are sharing the same workspace, and also some existing government
organizations have changed their gender segregated spaces to integrated ones.
Participants were selected from these two kinds of organizations. Purposeful sampling
with the following sample selection criteria was used:

1- Participants are Saudi nationals, since one of the aims of the study is to
understand how the Saudi culture affects knowledge sharing between genders.

2- Participants work in government organizations where men and women are not
segregated since the aim the study is to understand how Saudi culture affects
knowledge sharing between genders when they are working in same space.

3- Participants speak English fluently since the interviews will be conducted in
English. Mastering the English language is one of the main criteria of job
recruitment in Saudi organizations. English language is also a primary subject
in the curriculum of Saudi schools and universities.

4- Participants have an experience of at least one year in working in the same

organization in order for them to be able to experience how is it to work and
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share knowledge between men and women and they understand their
organizational characteristics.

According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016) when using purposeful sampling, the
researcher wants to discover, understand, and gain insight on the phenomenon from the
participants perspective, and therefore the researcher would select a sample from which
the most can be learned. The number of participants who responded to the invitation,
especially male participants, did not reach the intended sample size, only one male
participant replied to the invitation. In Saudi Arabia, qualitative research is not commonly
used (Al-zayde, 2019), and therefore, individuals may be hesitant to participate.
Moreover, the topic of gender is sensitive, adding difficulty in finding male participants
as a woman researcher. Snowball sampling helped in alleviating the above two issues.
Using this sample selection method allowed to find especially male participants who
were recommended by women participants that worked with these male participants. Due
to these recommendations and due to the aspect of muruwabh, respect showed in Saudi
culture, and fazaah, helping someone who was recommended by somebody else that you
know and respect, male participants were willing to share their experiences with a women
researcher.

The invitation to participate in this study (see Appendix A) was sent out through
social media. The platforms that were used were LinkedIn, Twitter, and WhatsApp—
popular formal communication channels in Saudi Arabia. Social media platforms’ search
engines also provide the option of searching profiles by organization. Once an individual

showed interest in participating in the study, a pre-interview meeting was set. During this
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meeting the participant selection criteria were checked again, and the consent form was
reviewed (see Appendix B).

The initially proposed sample size was 12 participants, as suggested by Boddy
(2016) for in-depth interviews in a homogenous population. However, interviews were
conducted until reaching saturation, following Guba and Lincoln's (1985)
recommendation, meaning that the interviews ceased when new participants began
offering redundant information (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Consequently, the final
participant count was 16, comprising nine women and seven men. Ensuring an equitable
number of male and female participants was vital for gaining a comprehensive
understanding of the phenomena from the perspectives of both genders.
Data Collection Method and Processes

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews. According to Merriam and
Tisdell (2016), semi-structured interviews are used when the researcher wants the
participants to answer certain questions, but also give space for free answers to allow for
emerging new ideas and worldviews. The length of the interviews was 60-90 minutes.
The interviews were conducted virtually using video/audio programs. The interviewees
were asked to select their preferred platform. Interviews were digitally recorded after
asking for the interviewees’ permission. All interviewees gave permission to record the
interviews. Verbatim transcription was performed for the recorder interviews. The
interviews were conducted in English, since only participants who spoke fluent English
were chosen in the sample.

An interview guide which includes open-ended and probing questions was

developed to guide the interviews (see Appendix C). According to Merriam and Tisdell
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(2016), in semi-structured interviews, even though the researchers aim to get specific
answers from their participants, the wording is flexible. This interview guide was
designed to understand how knowledge is shared between men and women in gender
integrated workplaces, informed by the theoretical framework and the research questions
of the study. The connection between the theoretical framework, research questions, and
interview questions is presented in Appendix D.

A pilot test of the interview guide was conducted with two participants to ensure
clear wording. This pilot helped ensure that the questions allowed participants to reflect
on their experiences and identify barriers or promoters of knowledge sharing practices.
The limited experience with qualitative studies in Saudi Arabia (Al-zayde, 2019) lead to
the importance of using a lot of probing questions to elicit in depth responses that
reflected participants' personal experiences. In Saudi culture, expressing feelings and
describing experiences in reflection of these feelings is not commonly practiced. This
aspect of Saudi culture was particularly evident with the male participant, as societal
expectations discourage men from showing emotions, deeming it unmasculine.
Therefore, probing took various forms, as described by Merriam and Tisdell (2016), such
as requesting more details, seeking clarifications, or eliciting more examples.
Additionally, rephrasing probing questions to encourage participants to reflect more
deeply on their lived experiences was another method employed.

Participants granted permission to be contacted if further questions or interviews
were needed. Four participants were contacted to clarify information they had provided.
One participant was asked for a follow-up interview because her initial interview was cut

short due to a family situation.
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Data Analysis

A constant comparative method, as described by Glaser and Strauss (2006), was
used to analyze the data, involving a continuous comparison of emerging themes with
previous ones. Thus, data analysis and data collection were conducted simultaneously
(Sandelowski, 2000; Merriam & Tidsell, 2016). Inductive and comparative processes of
data analysis were used throughout qualitative studies to derive themes and findings
(Charmaz, 2014; Merriam & Tidsell, 2016).

A thematic analysis strategy was performed by using Attride-Stirling (2001)
thematic networks strategy to organize the analyzing process. Attride-Stirling (2001)
explained “Thematic analyses seek to unearth the themes salient in a text at different
levels, and thematic networks aim to facilitate the structuring and depiction of these
themes” (p. 387). To construct thematic networks, a three-stage analysis process, as
outlined by Attride-Stirling (2001), was followed. The initial stage involved data coding,
employing open coding, which Saldana (2016) defines as breaking down data into parts,
examining them for similarities and differences, and assigning codes. This coding process
began during data collection, with transcripts being read and initial codes assigned.
Subsequently, themes were abstracted from these codes using Ryan and Bernard’s (2003)
techniques for identifying themes in thematic analysis. Techniques that were used were
repetition, identifying themes based on their reoccurrence; and similarities and
differences, which is done by performing a systematic comparison across the data to
derive the themes. Once themes were identified, they were organized into networks by
grouping into coherent sets, identifying basic themes, rearranging around shared issues to

form subthemes, summarizing assumptions to create main themes.

55



The second stage involved exploring thematic networks, explaining each
emergent network, supporting explanations with text samples, and noting underlying
patterns. After detailed exploration, observations were distilled into explicit emerging
patterns, which constituted the study's findings. This paved the way for the concluding
stage, where the exploration aspects were synthesized to address the research questions
and theoretical interests of the study. Arguments were grounded in the patterns and
findings that emerged from the previous stages. This process aligns with the purpose of
the study and the social constructivist worldview, as the themes were derived from the
data provided by the participants.

Trustworthiness

Guba and Lincoln (1982) have set the criteria of qualitative study’s validity by
stressing the importance of their transferability, dependability, and confirmability. To
ensure the submission of these criteria on this research the following was applied:

e Transferability: Guba and Lincoln (1982) indicated that researchers in the
qualitative methodology can reach a level of transferability where the research
finding could be transformed to another context if there are rich descriptions of
the phenomenon and its context. Therefore, thick descriptions were provided to
support the themes that emerged from the data analysis, by providing direct
quotes from the interviews.

e Dependability: According to Guba and Lincoln (1982) giving the rational of each
step taken in the research process helps increases the dependability of the research
and its validity. Therefore, audit trail of the research process was kept showing

the reasoning of each step taken in the research.
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e Confirmability: Guba and Lincoln (1982) suggested that researchers ensure the
confirmability of their research by practicing reflexivity to uncover their
epistemological assumptions and underlying biases. Therefore, reflexive
journaling was done throughout the research process.

Patton’s (2002) suggestions to increase reliability were applied for this research by
performing inter-coder reliability. Two colleagues, both doctoral candidates experienced
in qualitative research, were assigned to code data for consistency with established
patterns and themes. Their coding aligned with the main themes, and they recommended
merging some subthemes and rearranging them under different main themes, a suggestion
that was taken into consideration.

Ethical Consideration

Considering the sensitivity of the subject of gender relations in the Saudi context,
confidentiality of participants was ensured by assigning pseudonyms. Participants
themselves chose the pseudonyms they were assigned. The data collection process started
after the research proposal was approved by the IRB committee. Records of the data
collected were saved in a private computer and were protected with a password access,
which only the researcher and advisor have access to.
Subjectivity Statement

As a Saudi woman, born and raised in Saudi Arabia, | do believe that I have
common experience with the women of the population. Traditions and Islamic teachings
are the parameters that | have followed when it comes to interacting with the opposite
gender. | have been raised on the rule of not talking to men if they were not a mahram,

which is a male family member. I do follow the rule of covering my whole body when |

57



am in the presence of non-mahram (a male family member), and when | am outside my
house. | also wear a nigab in some settings, where my face is fully covered and only my
eyes are showing. Although I lived in different non-Muslim countries, | still adhere to the
rules | was raised with, and as a result, | am always hesitant to talk to men and feel
uncomfortable being alone with them. For this reason, the choice of interviewing men for
my research was a tough decision. It was easier and more comfortable for me to interview
women exclusively. However, | recognized the importance of interviewing both genders
in order to fulfill the purpose of the study and to enrich research in the Saudi and Arab
contexts. Such an approach would provide insights from both perspectives: women who
have begun working in previously restricted environments and men who are opening up
about their once exclusive domains.

Because | am a Saudi woman that has a lot in common with my women
participants, I was using constant journaling to help me be more aware of my
assumptions and experiences and how they could impact my decisions through the
different research stages. | avoided incorporating my biases and assumptions in both the
questioning process during interviews and data analysis to allow the findings of the

research emerge from the data provided by the participants.
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Chapter 4: Findings

The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to understand the experiences of
knowledge sharing of male and female Saudi employees in Saudi government
organizations where male and female employees share the same workspace. To fulfill the
purpose of this study, the following research questions were investigated:

e How do male and female employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the influence of gender relations in
Saudi culture on their knowledge sharing?

e How do male and female employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the factors that hinder or facilitate their
knowledge sharing?

e How do male and female employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the influence of their organizational
practices on their knowledge sharing?

The chapter starts with a description of the participant, followed by the
presentation of the four main themes and their associated subthemes included in
parenthesis: Gender relations in Saudi Arabia and knowledge sharing at work (upbringing
and knowledge sharing at work, experiences with gender segregated workspace and
knowledge sharing at work, and traditional attire and knowledge sharing at work),
Facilitators of knowledge sharing at work (learning and employee development and
organizational kinship), Culture as a barrier of knowledge sharing (new competition in

the workplace, misjudged and misunderstood, and change takes time), and Organizational
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practices supporting knowledge sharing. Figure 1 shows a diagram of the main themes
and their associated subthemes. The chapter closes with a summary of the findings.

Figure 1
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Description of the Participants

Interviews were conducted with 16 participants—nine women and seven men—
who are employed in Saudi government organizations where men and women shared the
same workspace at the time of data collection. These individuals provided insights into
their experiences with knowledge sharing within the organizational context. Although all
participants worked in the city of Riyadh, they came from different Saudi regions. Nada
and Fahad are from the Western region, Mohammed, Hana, and Latifah are from the
Northern region, and Abdulaziz is from the Eastern region. The rest of the participants
are from different cities in the Central region. The participants represented a spectrum of
roles within their organizations, holding positions ranging from junior to senior roles. Out
of the 16 participants, two female participants, specifically Nada and Sara, held senior

executive positions. Other positions that participants held were managers (two male
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participants), team leaders (three participants, two females and a male), and team
members (two male participants and five females). The participants represent different
age groups: Five participants are between the ages of 20 and 29, 10 participants are
between the ages of 30 and 39, and one participant is between the ages of 40 and 49. All
participants are highly educated, having a minimum of a bachelor’s degree. Only Ghazi,
Fahad, and Nora graduated from non-Saudi universities, specifically from universities in
the United States of America.

Before the start of the study, 11 participants have experienced working in gender
segregated workspaces, both in private and government organizations. In these settings,
organizations that employed women used to assign them to a detached building, a special
section of the main building, or a specific floor that was inaccessible to men. Three of the
female participants (Hana, Nada, and Lolo) had previous experience working in settings
in schools or universities where the institute hires only women. All male participants
previously worked either in gender segregated organizations, or gender integrated
organizations, but none of them had previous experience working in organizations that
had male-only employees. Among the five participants who did not have experience
working in gender segregated workspaces, three worked only in government
organizations (Maha, Badr, Latifah), and two worked in the private sector (Abdulaziz and
Nora). After the dissemination of Vision 2030 in Saudi Arabia, which prioritized
women's empowerment and increased their representation in the workforce across all
sectors, regulations were established for organizations regarding the necessary changes
for gender integrated workspaces. Organizations were required to achieve a minimum

percentage of women employment, which was set at 30% of their employees, between
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the years 2017 and 2020. During this time, both private and government organizations,

transformed their spaces either completely or by department into gender integrated

workspaces. Additionally, new government organizations were formed during this time,

such as the Ministry of Culture and the General Entertainment Authority, which started

with fully gender integrated workspaces. In order to maintain the confidentiality of the

study, pseudonyms were used for each participant. Tablel shows the pseudonyms of the

participants and their description.

Table 1

Participants and Description

Experience Experience Years of
Participant’s Gender Orlg.lnal Age Education Position at gender in Private Experience in
pseudonym Province Group work Segregated Government
Sector
Workspace Sector
. Team
Abdulaziz Male Eastern 30-39 Bachelor leader No Yes 2
Abdullah Male antral 30-39 Master Manager Yes Yes 10
(Riyadh)
Central Team
Badr Male (Riyadh) 20-29 Bachelor member No No 5
Fahad Male Wes_tern 30-39 Bachelor Team Yes Yes 2
(Madinah) member
Ghazi Male C_entral 20-29 Bachelor Team Yes Yes 4
(Riyadh) member
Hana Female North_ern 30-39 Bachelor Team Yes Yes 2
(Hail) member
Central Team
Haya Female (Riyadh) 20-29 Bachelor member Yes Yes 2
Latifah Female North_ern 20-29 Master Team No No 5
(Hail) member
Lolo Female Central 30-39 Master Team Yes No 9
(Qassim) member
Mohammed Male N(o|_r|tahi?)rn 30-39 | Bachelor | Manager Yes Yes 5
Central Team
Maha Female (Riyadh) 30-39 Master leader No No 5
Western General
Nada Female (Jeddah) 30-39 Master Manager Yes Yes 7
Nora Female Ct_entral 20-29 Bachelor Team No Yes 2
(Riyadh) member
Rayan Male Ce”tfa' 30-39 Master Manager Yes Yes 6
(Qassim)
Central General
Sara Female (Riyadh) 30-39 Bachelor Manager Yes Yes 6
. Central Team
Tahani Female (Riyadh) 40-49 Bachelor leader Yes Yes 3
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Gender Relations in Saudi Arabia and Knowledge Sharing at Work

The theme of gender relations in Saudi Arabia and knowledge sharing at work
represents participants' views on how gender relations in Saudi culture were addressed as
they grew up, how they experienced it at work, and how its implementations affected
their knowledge sharing experiences. The emergent subthemes from this main theme
include upbringing and knowledge sharing at work, experiences with gender segregated
workspace and knowledge sharing at work, and traditional attire and knowledge sharing
at work.

Participants shared how interactions with the opposite gender were addressed
during their upbringing and whether these rules surfaced when they shared knowledge at
work. Their experiences varied, ranging from conservative families where adherence to
traditions of gender segregation and strict rules regarding women's public attire,
including face-covering, were prevalent. In contrast, those from somewhat liberal
families experienced less stringent regulations on gender interactions and women's
clothing. Surprisingly, their narratives did not show an influence of upbringing and
culture on knowledge sharing practices with the opposite gender. Participants' shared
stories clearly illustrated their efforts to separate professional life from social dynamics in
an attempt to adapt to a new environment where traditional societal norms informed by
Saudi culture did not apply.

Participants also shared their past experiences of knowledge sharing in segregated
workspaces and they compared it to their current shared ones. They agreed that being in
the same workspace made knowledge easier to access and improved the flow of work.

Their prior experiences played a pivotal role in fostering a more seamless acceptance of
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the new settings, as they inherently understood the importance of shared workspace, as
described in the subthemes. Conversely, a couple of male participants expressed
discomfort with the presence of women in the workplace, citing the necessity for a
change in character or behavior.

As for women, being in a space with the opposite gender required not only a
change in their behavior, but also a change in their appearance. While the segregated
workspaces merged, women took on the burden of forming the physical barrier by
wearing an abayas (a cloak covering the entire body), a hijab (a cloth that covers the
woman’s hair), and for some of them, a nigab (a face cover women wear that only reveals
their eyes). Female participants shared how they navigate the workplace with their
special attire and if it effects their interaction and knowledge sharing experience at work.
Additionally, male participants shared their views on the effect of women’s appearance at
work on their knowledge sharing experiences with them.

Upbringing and Knowledge Sharing at Work

Saudi culture has various subcultures associated with its five regions (Central,
Northern, Western, Southern, and Eastern). These regions exhibit variations in tribes,
culinary traditions, traditional attire, and accents. However, even within these regions,
families differ in the degree of conservatism regarding gender interaction. Some families
are more conservative, adhering to strict rules when it comes to interacting with the
opposite gender. Others are less conservative and could be characterized as liberal, as
they impose no strict restrictions on gender interaction. The experiences shared by the
participants reflected this variation in upbringing, and how it informed their knowledge

sharing practices at work.
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Three participants who had a conservative upbringing shared some of the
difficulties they faced when they started working in a gender integrated workspace. Lolo,
the only participant who wears a nigab (a face cover worn by women that only reveals
their eyes) at work, portrayed her family who originated from Qassim (a province in the
central region with a subculture that is conservative and adheres more to the traditional
religious dogma) as devoutly religious. She conveyed the message she received from her
family as “Other men that are not mahram [a male family member] they are gonna harm
you. They are gonna get benefit from you. They want your body... So, imagine the
situation when | go to work and talk to people.” She explained that her previous
experience was in education which was a female-only setting, and she wanted to work in
organizations where men and women shared the same workspace because, as she stated,
this is how it should be. Yet, she characterized the beginning of her experience in the
current organization as challenging due to her initial shyness. Additionally, she
mentioned that her interactions with colleagues were restricted to work-related matters
“We only talk about work. So normal conversations, what is this thing? did you send the
e-mail? did you receive this e-mail? that's the type of conversation we have.”
Furthermore, she expressed a preference for maintaining a certain level of emotional
distance from her colleagues, emphasizing that her emotional bonds are reserved
exclusively for her family: “I try to be a robot as much as I can.” Lolo expressed that one
of the benefits derived from interacting with men in the workplace is gaining deeper
insights into the thinking and behavior of the opposite gender. Previously, her
understanding was confined to family members and information gathered from media

outlets, “They say men are all the same, they like the same things, same dislikes and I
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know that is wrong. [No one is like one another] ... at work now I know that they are
different... now I have a full view.”

Rayan, a participant that worked in four different government organizations and is
also originally from Qassim explained the message he received when he was young about
interacting with females:

It was, you know, very restricted, | recall. It was not encouraged to interact with

ladies, and I recall a specific moment I was shaking my aunt’s hand and when I

tried kissing her on the cheek, she was a bit hesitant. | was young at the time...

maybe 16 or 15. After that | kept my distance from ladies.
Rayan indicated that his conservative upbringing had a negative impact on his interaction
with the opposite gender at work especially at the beginning, he explained:

| come from Buraidah (a city in Qassim) ...so you are talking about being from a

conservative family... I recall the first time I shook hands with a Saudi lady in a

professional place, it was in 2019, and for me it was a shock, I recall every detail

of it... I didn't know what to do. Do | need to observe that other people are they

watching? Or do | need to shake her hand.
He shared that when he started to work with women in the same workspace, he did not
like talking to them for a long time “T didn’t want to sit with them for a long time it was
going to create an uncomfortable situation... I tried to keep it to the minimal.” Rayan
noted that his interactions with the opposite gender have become easier amid the ongoing
transition within organizations and the entire country. He described contemporary
interactions between genders as “normal, but not the norm.” In making this comparison

to the past, Rayan highlighted the increasing prevalence of interaction between gender.
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Consequently, he started engaging with the opposite gender in non-formal gatherings,
saying, “sometimes we interact in public activities, specific activities, like groups, or
some specific classes [courses and workshops related to work and professional
development], but I rarely do that.”

Abdullah, a participant who has been working in government organizations most
of his career and experienced firsthand the transition from gender segregated workspaces
to integrated ones, gave a brief statement to describe his interaction with the opposite
gender when he was young “as teenagers, no involvement at all.” Abdullah expressed his
openness to sharing knowledge across genders, highlighting that the work dynamics
remained unchanged when women and men started working together. The noticeable
shift, he pointed out, pertains to shifts in people's behaviors. He explained “People are
cautious...So, the behavior aspect changes depending on when you interact with a female
or a male. It changed on how you interact, and it also changed on how people see it.” The
constant need to be cautious about how his interactions might be interpreted has
significantly influenced Abdullah's feelings about working in a gender integrated
workspace. He expresses a preference for a male-only setting, as he perceives integrated
workspaces to be less spontaneous in terms of interaction. He also shared that he does not
know how to deal with new situations at work, like a colleague crying “I was stuck... how
to deal with this... even in my family, I mean my sisters, if someone wants to cry, they
will not cry in front of me.”

Eight other participants originate from conservative families, yet they underscored
that their upbringing has not adversely influenced their willingness to work and share

knowledge with colleagues. Maha, a participant who has worked in three government
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entities in the past 5 years, explained what was expected from girls in her family when it
comes to interacting with the opposite gender:

It was mostly forbidden. It was not taken slightly. If it’s not an official interaction
with someone else [of the opposite gender], someone who will sell me something
or someone who will buy from me something or someone in school, we had some
male instructors in college, but other than that, it was strictly forbidden except for
some of the cousins.

Maha indicated that her upbringing did not affect her willingness to interact with her
colleagues and share knowledge “I was raised to be in a different place [spaces where
opposite genders do not work side by side], but I am now with men and | can definitely
work with them and share information.” Maha explained that what really effects how she
works, and shares knowledge is the personality of the person with whom she is working:

There is an idea about men being easier to work with more than women, and |

have worked with both, and I can say it’s not about the gender. It’s about the

personality. I don’t mind as long as the group with me are willing to work, I’11

share information and support them. I don’t mind if it’s male or female.

Sara, a participant that works as a general manager in a government organization,
received a strict message about interacting with the opposite gender when she was
younger, but it did not limit her from interacting with colleagues from the opposite
gender at work. She explained the message about gender interaction:

Totally haram [forbidden], totally inappropriate. Yeah, and one funny thing is

that, growing up, my father would not let us socialize or play, we were in first

grade or second grade, he wouldn’t let us play unsupervised with my older
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cousins, but it is okay for us to socialize in parks with kids, because it was
observed from family. But if we’re in like my grandma’s house, it was forbidden.
I wouldn’t say forbidden; it was heavily frowned upon.
Sara shared that her upbringing did not limit her interaction with colleagues at work “I
have to work with them all the time during the workdays, and also outside. Because like
today, I just finished a meeting, just now. So, it goes on even at home.” It also did not
stop her from sharing knowledge when she worked in gender segregated workspaces:
| wasn't like a shy person. | would always go upstairs, because we were on the
second floor and the male section was the third floor, |1 would go upstairs and
walk the corridor and talk to my manager, talk to everybody.
Sara explained that her upbringing never held her back from vocalizing her right to
coexist in shared workspaces with colleagues of the opposite gender. To clarify, she
recounted a specific incident from her time in a previous organization:
In meeting rooms...whenever we attend a meeting, male members would sit
directly at the table, and then females would sit on the second level... So, we
wouldn't have a table, and then I would present with my laptop on my lap... I
would say, excuse me, this is extremely uncomfortable. | have to sit on the table
like my male colleagues, and they would say, even the female members, “I don’t
think it is appropriate... Why would you want to sit next to a man?” I said,
because | have work to do. It's not because | want to sit next to him.
Hana, a participant who initially worked as a teacher and later shifted her career
path to contribute to government projects within governmental organization, indicated

that the message she received varied between her mother and father. Her mother was
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against any interaction with the opposite gender, however, her father stressed on speaking
her mind at all time, “he always reminded us [women] that we have to be respected, and
we have to speak what we are thinking about, even if it's with anyone [a man] not in the
family.” Hana shared that when she first started working in a setting where men and
women share the same workspace, she approached the situation with caution, considering
it to be unfamiliar territory for her:

Because it's a new idea, or a new environment for me, | start working with nigab

(a face cover worn by women that only reveals their eyes) ...I can say [ was a bit

stiff with the opposite gender. I couldn't be friendly with them, maybe because I'm

always building this idea there is a limit [for interaction]. But after 2 years, |

discovered there's nothing | have to worry about or something that I have to be
this cautious about.
Hana explained that she now interacts normally with her colleagues, and that they discuss
topics that are not related to work.

Nada, who has been a general manager in a government organization for 2 years,
explained how her family had strict rules when it comes to interacting with the opposite
gender:

I was born in the 1980s. So, you know that period of time, it was critical. We

were not open to deal with men outside of the family. I lived in a restricted

society, though I am from Jeddah you know, it is not as restricted as maybe the
center of Saudi Arabia. However, my father is very traditional, a very strict

person. So, it wasn’t easy to deal with other men outside of my family.
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Nada's upbringing restricted her daily interactions with men to professional contexts,
particularly given her residence far from her family, who reside in Jeddah in the Western
region of Saudi Arabia. Yet, her upbringing did not prevent her from sharing knowledge
with her colleagues from the opposite gender, especially that she holds a leadership
position that requires interaction with her employees and peers. Nada explained that she
faced some resistance from her colleagues when she started her current position:

I think I'm the first lady who is in this executive leadership position. It's

something new to my colleagues. I think, at the beginning...I feel like they have a

bit of a stereotyping issue. They feel like she’s just a lady. She might exaggerate

some decisions.

Nada highlighted her commitment to clearly defining her role as a risk manager,
transparently sharing comprehensive details with her colleagues. She went on to explain
the reasons behind her indifference to the reactions of her colleagues “Because I have
very clear vision and goal to achieve the commitment I want.”

Mohammed also shared that within his family, interaction with the opposite
gender was forbidden. He explained the situation with his cousins “It is forbidden even if
it is your cousin... But we are not that strict [his family], we sit together, we eat together,
but I cannot talk to my cousins directly or their mother.” Mohammed indicated that the
idea of interacting with women outside of the family was still hard for some of his family
members “My mother freaked out when I told her I had women under my supervision,
she is almost 54, so she is not familiar with the idea of women and men working in the
same place.” He shared his amazement at how quickly he acclimated to the inclusion of

women in the workplace within their organization, given his upbringing “I’m surprised of
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myself, how | adapted so quickly to the situation while it was forbidden when | was
young, and I didn’t study in America, UK, or whatever. But I lived here in Saudi Arabia,
studied here, and worked here.”

As for younger participant, there was a level of flexibility to interacting with the
opposite gender and openness. These participants did not work in segregated settings for
long, or at all. This was highlighted by older participants, Abdullah and Mohammed, who
indicated that they noticed younger colleagues interact easily with the opposite gender.
Haya, who holds a team member role in a government organization and spent the first 2
months of her career in a segregated setting following her graduation, shared that while
her family was not stringent about interactions with cousins and in-laws, they did impose
numerous rules regarding interaction with the opposite gender from the family or
strangers “There were rules all the time. There are always warnings, even from men who
are considered mahram [male family member].” She also explained that the message
about the opposite gender had a suspicious tone “be careful, if it is a man you don’t know
do not talk to him alone”, “Do not talk to a man in a low voice”, or “do not laugh out
loud with a man.” Haya disclosed that, despite the warnings she received during her
childhood, she encounters no issues with knowledge sharing in the workplace. She
emphasized her proactive approach, expressing a willingness to seek help whenever
needed. Haya also shared that she meets some friends from the opposite gender in public
places, which is something unusual in the Saudi culture “friends I know online, I meet

with them sometimes in public places.”
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Badr, a participant who holds a team member position and has worked in a
government organization for 5 years and never experienced gender segregated
workspaces, explained how strict the culture was:

I was born in 1995, and it was quite strict, | mean up to the age seven or eight that

is the cutoff, when the interaction with the opposite gender stops...And since

then, honestly, | have not had a lot of exposure to interacting with the opposite

Sex.

Badr’s upbringings did not affect his interaction with the opposite gender negatively,
however, he believes that he interacts with the men easily and with less explanation “I
wouldn't say I am more comfortable interacting with men, |1 would say it can be done in
less words.” Badr believes the coexistence of men and women in the same workspace is
essential for breaking down groupthink, reducing the competitive dynamics typical
among men, and enhancing overall collaboration. He also shared that his female
colleagues are good listeners which makes it easy to interact with them.

Abdulaziz, a participant who has been working in a government organization for
2 years and did not have an experience in gender segregated workspaces, characterized
his upbringing as conservative, yet he highlighted that his family placed strong emphasis
on the values of respecting women and recognizing their vital roles in society. He
elaborated on the community’s acceptance level regarding relationships with female
colleagues:

We can say in our country, it’s a little bit conservative to have some friends from

the opposite gender, but these days, let's say a colleague ...if it is very formal...the

relation between you and the other gender...It's acceptable.
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Abdulaziz shared that he has no problem interacting with his colleagues from the
opposite gender as long as it is formal and related to work “I do have a lot of female
colleagues ... and some are superiors... And also, after working-hours, we do go to
entertainment places where we have dinner and lunch.”

Observing societal norms influenced by Saudi culture, Saudis adhere to etiquettes
when engaging with the opposite gender. The introduction of female colleagues into the
same workspace created a novel and unfamiliar situation, requiring individuals to adapt
their established habits of interaction as they were accustomed to an environment with
only male counterparts. Fahad, who holds a team member role and has 2 years of
experience in a government organization, as well as a degree from an American
university, explained that when he was growing up, having a relationship with the
opposite gender was not acceptable. However, he noted that it was not as strict as it was
in Najdi families (from the Central region where Riyadh is situated). Despite his prior
experience working with the opposite gender in college, Fahad faced challenges adjusting
to a shared workspace with women in his current organization. He attributes the difficulty
to contextual differences “at the beginning...It was difficult for me to interact with the
woman, to talk to women.” However, Fahad indicated that it did not stop him from
working with women and sharing knowledge.

Nora and Ghazi spent the majority of their lives in the United States, graduated
from American universities, and also gained work experience there. Nora indicated that
growing up, her family did not restrict having friends from the opposite gender, and
unlike what other participants shared, her interaction with boys did not cease in any stage

of her life. Nora explained “I think my parents were very normal with it... My friends
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used to visit our home, | would visit their home, even until, you know, | grew up and
went to college.” Ghazi also explained that his family was not strict with interacting with
the opposite gender “Ever since kindergarten ... and during all my school life, we
traveled a lot, so I interact always with the opposite gender, it was like a regular daily
thing.” Both Nora and Ghazi shared that they find the age of the colleague has a stronger
affect than their gender when it comes to knowledge sharing. They indicated that it is
easier to interact with younger colleagues because they have more things in common with
them.

Nora and Ghazi discussed their experiences with the opposite gender upon
returning to Saudi Arabia, noting distinct differences between their encounters. Nora
shared that her interaction with men is limited to family and “Work only. I don’t have the
biggest social group that is mixed gender... if it were to be anything...It’s just relatives.”
Ghazi also indicated that most of his interaction with the opposite gender is within the
family, yet he stated that he sometimes interacts with the opposite gender in some social
gatherings and special occasion “it is pretty rare, it might happen once a month if there is
a special occasion or an event.” Although Ghazi expressed that meeting friends of the
opposite gender once a month as “rare”, within the Saudi cultural context, such
occurrences are perceived as abnormal, given the conservative nature of the Saudi
culture.

Latifah, a participant who has been employed in her organization since obtaining
her bachelor's degree 5 years ago, also said that her family gave her space to play with
boys until she reached the age of 14 years “I did many activities with them, until |

became a big grown girl... You stop communicating with the opposite sex and it is only
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[limited to] father, brothers, and relatives.” Latifah explained that when she initially
joined her organization, she was the only woman working there. This situation raised
concerns for her family, yet they did not express any objection to her being in that setting.
She clarified that she has no issue interacting with male colleagues at work and
emphasized that her engagement with colleagues spans the entire workday “From my car
when arriving to the office, and even going back home, I still contact them...So yeah, |
can call it a full-day interaction.” She mentioned fostering positive relations with her
colleagues, describing the dynamic as akin to a brotherly connection. As for her
colleagues she has noticed the vast difference between individuals:
I see people who ...do not want to interact with males... If it’s work it is work,
they don’t want to talk about anything in their personal life. I see people who have
lunches on the same table and have a strong relationship with their coworkers.
Tahani was one of the participants who considered her family being not strict
when it comes to interacting with the opposite genders, especially when compared to
other Saudi families. Tahani did not live abroad during her childhood and attended school
in Saudi Arabia. Nonetheless, she perceived her family as liberal, describing them as
open-minded. Tahani indicated that the rules of interaction her family adhered to are now
considered the standard norms in Saudi culture “We socialize with our cousins, we sit
together we eat together, and even with my husband’s family... we travel together.”
Tahani had more than 15 years of experience in the banking sector and only 3 years of
experience in the government sector. She had experienced gender segregated settings in
most of her early professional years working in the banking sector. Nevertheless, this

experience served as a valuable training ground, enhancing her proficiency in interacting
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seamlessly with a broad spectrum of stakeholders, be it clients or colleagues, who were
predominantly from the opposite gender, “Working in banking and investment made me
interact with both genders. Different people, different age, different education...I was
interacting day and night...by the phone, by the e-mail, face-to-face.” Tahani indicated
that the gender of her colleague does not affect how she shares knowledge, and for her
sharing in general depends on a person’s personality “I like sharing, I always believe that
zakat alelm nashrh [the alms giving of knowledge is sharing it], this is my belief, this is
my ethics.”

The narratives shared by participants about their upbringing, whether conservative
or liberal, and its impact on knowledge sharing at work revealed that such backgrounds
do not negatively affect their willingness to share knowledge. Participants acknowledged
the pivotal role of knowledge sharing in fulfilling their professional responsibilities and
emphasized that it actively influences their practices in sharing knowledge. However,
these backgrounds did manifest in the behavior of some participants and influenced the
adaptation of their interactions with the opposite gender. Moreover, younger participants
found it easier to adjust to these settings, irrespective of their upbringing. Those with
international exposure discovered it comparatively simpler to engage with the opposite
gender. Nevertheless, their experiences varied upon returning to Saudi Arabia, and these
variations were influenced by gender. Notably, Tahani, the eldest participant with over 15
years of experience in the banking sector and a self-described liberal upbringing,
represented a unique case. Despite her age, she encountered no difficulties in interacting

with the opposite gender, providing a distinctive perspective.
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Experiences with Gender Segregated Workspaces and Knowledge Sharing at Work

Eleven participants experienced being segregated from the opposite gender in the
workplace. Women were allocated a designated section or floor in the building, exclusive
to women with restricted access to men. Meanwhile, women had the flexibility to
participate in meetings or address specific matters in the men's section or offices. When
participants contrasted their experiences of knowledge sharing between gender
segregated and integrated workspaces, they realized knowledge sharing was limited
because it happened among different genders and not across genders. Yet, the experience
of knowledge sharing differed between men and women. Women did not prefer these
settings because they felt isolated, not included in the decision-making process, and their
career was limited to certain positions and job descriptions, such as sectary positions,
data entry, customer service, or information system support. Men, however, always had
the privilege of having access to knowledge and leadership positions, they did not share
the same problems and difficulties that women faced, and that had an effect on a couple
of the male participants’ preferences to work settings.

In sharing her experience, Hana noted that her previous workplace had a gender
segregated workspace, expressing a clear aversion to working in such conditions: “When
I was in the lady’s section, they [male colleagues] built an idea about me just because my
office was inside [inside the women section], not because of my work and achievements;
they [male colleagues] build an idea and stick to it.” Nada also expressed that she does
not prefer working in gender segregated workspaces. Nada conveyed that her past
experience in the private sector involved working in gender segregated spaces, which

proved to be challenging and uncomfortable for her. She elaborated, “I felt at that time
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uncomfortable to work in a private section for ladies... we were quite isolated.” Nada
indicated that decisions were taken without including women, “Because it is easier for the
men to talk to each other.” Sara had a similar experience in her previous organization.
She indicated that even when she was holding a director’s position, she was not included
in the decision-making process. Sara gave an example of the usual discussion she would
have in her weekly meetings that she is allowed to attend in the men’s section:

We meet every Monday morning, and they would say “yeah like what we

discussed yesterday” and I would say excuse me what did you discuss

yesterday?... their answer “we decided to do this and that” and I would say but
that doesn’t make sense because from a technical perspective you cannot do
this... they would reply “but we decided and it’s hard to change” and I would say
you shouldn’t have discussed it without including me!

Haya experienced gender segregated workspaces for only 2 months in her
previous organization and they switched to a gender integrated workspace. Haya
mentioned that although they received invitations to official meetings, upon attendance,
they often discovered their exclusion from the decision-making process:

We find ourselves missing on a lot of knowledge just because they have discussed

a lot of things before. Sometimes they come to the meeting already decided on

certain points and we weren’t there. They find it easy for instance to talk about

work on coffee, when they are sitting in their offices discussing it casually.
Haya went on to explain why women were not included in the decision-making process

by men in their organization “If they want to ask you a question, they have to knock the
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door, wait for you by the door, and then ask the question. So, their way was, if I could
avoid contacting you, [ will avoid it.”

When female participants were asked about the workspace they preferred, they all
indicated that it is the gender integrated workspace. Lolo had worked in a university,
which is a female-only organization, before working in her current organization. Lolo
explained that she prefers a gender integrated workspace, “Because I know it’s the
natural situation, men and women should work together, should live together, it’s wrong
to separate them.” Haya expressed how she feels more included in the shared workspace,
“Managers and all of us sitting in the same space. So, I feel that I know what is going on.
| feel updated. I do not feel | am left out in this setting.” Sara had a strong opinion about
gender segregated settings “I hate it. It's very bad even for me, I'm a hijabi [a woman who
wears a hijab]. But | would stay in my abaya (a cloak worn by women that covers their
entire body) and hijab (a cloth worn by women that covers their hair) the entire day rather
than be isolated.” Other female participants, including Nada, Latifah, and Tahani,
perceived that not wearing their hijab during working hours would be more comfortable
in gender segregated workspaces. However, they recognized that the potential comfort
did not outweigh the negative outcomes associated with such workspaces, such as
isolation and limited engagement. While Latifah lacked experience in a gender
segregated workspace, she expressed her belief that working in a gender integrated
spaces provides women with more opportunities compared to solely corresponding with
colleagues via e-mail, “We want to build something, we cannot build it online... you
need to show them who you are... in a meeting you can show them more than you can

show them in an e-mail.”
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The male participants’ experience did not show any strong standpoints to these
settings as female participants. It was merely an explanation of how hard it was to reach
their colleagues from the opposite gender. Ghazi explained how women were isolated in
their offices when he worked in the segregated settings, “They would come in to finalizes
some work, but other than that, their offices were behind closed doors.” Abdullah shared
how difficult it was for men to interact with their female colleagues in the gender
segregated workspaces, and how they tried to avoid the process of engaging with them.
Abdullah explained, “They [male employees] tried to do due diligence that women
should do to avoid contacting them. | believe that was normal [meaning trying to avoid
interaction with women] because interacting with women on the phone was very
difficult.” Fahad also had a similar experience in his previous organization he explained,
“It was hard when you want information from the women department, because you have
to wait.” Rayan mentioned that in the gender segregated settings, his interaction with
female colleagues was limited to meetings or on occasions when they left their
designated offices for any reason. Nevertheless, the quality of interaction remained poor,
with insufficient opportunities for meaningful engagement.

When male participants were asked about their preference when it comes to
workspaces, most of them were supportive of gender integrated workspaces. Rayan
explained that being in the same workspace with your team regardless of their gender
improves communication:

If there is segregation, usually communication is minimum, people will find it

really hard to communicate. Sometimes the communication doesn’t work, some

people do not go the extra mile to do the communication, even to send an e-mail
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or a message. So, | think the segregation regardless of the gender is a barrier to

communication.
Mohammed expressed how easy it is now to interact with his colleagues compared to
segregated workspaces, “I don’t have to report through the system [information system to
connect the teams] to the female team member, | just stand up and go to her office and
ask about something... Or I can shout can you share? Can you send me something?”’
Fahad also stressed on how easier it is to work in the same workspace with female
colleagues, “When I have a problem I stand from my seat, please so and so help me.”
Badr did not experience gender segregated workspaces, yet he believes that having
women and men in the same workspace is needed to increase the diversity of the
workforce which has a positive effect on work itself. Abdulaziz shared that if given the
option of choosing between gender segregated workspaces and integrated ones, he would
choose the later, “You feel more comfortable with females in the workspace, different
discussions, you get different opinions, different subjects you did not think you will
discuss.” Abdulaziz highlighted the positive impact of the gender integrated workspaces
on teamwork, knowledge sharing, and employee attitudes. He emphasized that the
presence of women in the same workspace contributes positively to the overall quality of
work, “Whenever I’m seeing females involved in the workspace, I am seeing all these
KPIs [Key Performance Indicator] or measurements rising.”

Although all male participants agreed on how easier the flow of work is when you
have female colleagues in the same workspace. Two participants shared that if they were
given the option, they would choose to work in gender segregated workspaces. In Saudi

culture, interacting with the opposite gender requires a high level of politeness, a demand
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that some find tiring and perceive as an extra burden. Fahad explained “I cannot take my
full comfort when I talk.” Abdullah also faces challenges when sharing a workspace with
women and expresses a preference for gender segregated settings “Because it is hard,
when you reach a level of settings limits every day, what to say, what to do, how to
interact.” He emphasized the careful approach he adopts when interacting with women.
He remains dedicated to achieving the goals of his tasks while being mindful of societal
norms influenced by Saudi culture, which governs interactions with women. This
situation poses challenges for him.

The participants openly discussed their perspectives on gender segregated versus
integrated workspaces. Women conveyed feelings of isolation, disengagement, and a
knowledge gap in segregated settings. Despite the absence of specific dress code
restrictions, these challenges outweighed any perceived advantages. On the other hand,
male participants acknowledged the positive outcomes of gender integrated workspaces,
emphasizing improved collaboration and knowledge sharing. However, a couple found
adjusting their behavior when interacting with women to be somewhat draining.
Traditional Attire and Knowledge Sharing at Work

In gender integrated workspaces, female employees are expected to wear an
abaya (a cloak worn by women that covers their entire body) and some only cover their
heads with a hijab (a cloth worn by women that covers their hair), others cover their faces
with a nigab (a face cover worn by women that only reveals their eyes). Culturally, a
nigab may indicate that the women wearing it is conservative or comes from a
conservative family. A women’s abaya, hijab, and nigab has been used as a symbol of

protection for women. It protects her from the stares of men, it protects her reputation,
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and protects her virtue. Female participants shared stories of how they navigated the
workplace trying to balance between cultural expectations and work necessities. They
also shared how their colleagues perceived the way they presented themselves in the
workplace and how they reacted to the change in their appearance. Some female
employees initially join their organizations with a cautious presentation, opting for
conservative attire like the nigab or black abaya. However, after a certain period, they
choose to modify their appearance, revealing their faces or opting for a more colorful
abaya. Hana, for example, shared that she first started working with men wearing a nigab
because it was a new setting for her, and after 2 years in the job, she stopped covering her
face with it. Hana indicated that there were different reactions to this incident from her
male colleagues:

The comments, I can say were a bit stupid. They would joke ‘we didn’t know it

was you we thought it was a new employee’... I didn’t care that much but the idea

that they reacted that much for taking a nigab [a face cover worn by women that

only reveals their eyes] off is a bit sad.
Hana also mentioned that despite not having a pre-existing relationship with some male
colleagues, they initiated conversations with her after she removed her nigab, as if they
were already close friends, “Excuse me! I didn’t know your name till last month.”

Nada explained that the way you wear your hijab may affect how people approach
you and interact with you:

If a lady is wearing a nigab [a face cover worn by women that only reveals their

eyes] people will be more reluctant to deal with you, but if you are wearing a

hijab [a cloth worn by women that covers their hair] it is very normal... it is not
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an indicator, but it might be one of the reasons on how people deal with you at

work.

Nora shared that it depends on the sector of the organization, private or government, and
its practices. She explained while working in the private sector, she did not wear a hijab,
but as she moved to the government sector, she had to wear a hijab because it was more
conservative: “I came to the job wearing a hijab, I didn’t know that it was conservative to
the extent people are covering their faces.” She mentioned that certain female colleagues
chose to cover their faces exclusively in the workplace, signifying their conservatism and
limiting interactions with colleagues to work-related matters.

The way women present themselves in these workspaces sets the rules of
interaction in the workplace that men pick up on and respond accordingly. Mohammed
explained that his colleagues’ choice of hijab or nigab at work affect how he interacts
with them until he gets to know them. Mohammed indicated that the general idea about
interaction with the opposite gender is if she wears a nigab (a face cover worn by women
that only reveals their eyes) it means she is conservative and not open to casual
conversations. Abdullah believes that the way women present themselves in the
workplace does not impact their interactions with colleagues, “Interaction? No. But
judgment? Yes. People judge you on your appearance, the way you talk, the way you
walk, the way you interact. Would it affect work? No.” Abdulaziz gave a different
opinion, he said that in the past, women’s abaya (a cloak worn by women that covers
their entire body), and hijab (a cloth worn by women that covers their hair) was a major
factor that effected how she was approached at work, “But today no, I feel that they are

treated equally within the work environment and outside of work. It is her personal
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choice.” Lolo, the only participant that wears a nigab in the workplace, indicated that she
never felt that her colleagues were hesitant to interact with her, “I am the only woman in
the meetings, and they sometimes have parties, and it is not an issue, they joke ... I'm
there and it is okay for me and even for them.” Lolo further explained, “I know they feel
comfortable with me... more than someone who does not wear an abaya [cloak worn by
women that covers their entire body], because | have colleagues [female] who do not
wear an abaya.”

Participants explained how they find some men fixated on the way women appear
at work, and that this can create pressure on women in the workplace. Haya shared a
story about overhearing colleagues from the opposite gender joking about a female
colleague’s new way of wearing a hijab, she said, “they were laughing and joking in a
very weird way, on a subject that doesn’t mean anything... she was showing some hair
and now she isn’t... it wasn’t a big deal to laugh and fuss about.” Haya expressed how
disturbed she felt about the incident, and that this is one of the concerns women have
when it comes to how they appear in the workplace. She explained that some colleagues
want to take their nigab off (a face cover worn by women that only reveals their eyes) as
they feel it can create a barrier of interaction, but they are worried about the reaction to
this decision. Nada elaborated on the multifaceted considerations women need to take
into account regarding their appearance in the workplace and how to represent
themselves. She shared an experience she had when preparing for a panel: “It was a new
experience for me, and my concern was how to present myself, what to wear, how to
sit... I started preparing 2 months before, to have the proper abaya, proper hijab.” Nada

stated that in comparing her preparation with that of a colleague from the opposite
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gender, the informational aspect remains similar. Yet, she emphasized that women, in
addition, need to consider their appearance “men can show up with thoub and shomagh
[traditional men attire], for me it was even important to choose the color of my abaya.”

Female participants recounted their experiences in navigating the workplace,
highlighting the delicate balance between cultural expectations and work requirements.
They shared insights into how colleagues perceived their presentation in the workplace
and how reactions varied to changes in their appearance. Among both male and female
participants, opinions were divided regarding the impact of attire on interactions between
genders and, consequently, knowledge sharing. Some participants asserted that attire
influences how men approach their female colleagues, while others suggested that it
might not affect the work itself but could influence judgments of character. Alternatively,
some participants expressed the view that the significance of attire in the workplace and
its effect on interaction has diminished compared to past times.
Facilitators of Knowledge Sharing at Work

This theme delves into the participants' perspective, exploring the factors that not
only enhance their knowledge sharing experiences but also contribute to facilitating them,
particularly in interactions between genders. All study participants emphasized the vital
role of continuous learning and development in facilitating knowledge sharing at work.
The stringent performance standards mandated by the government, a consequence of
Vision 2030, create pressure for employees to acquire new skills and qualifications.
Furthermore, participants underscored the pivotal role of their relationships with
colleagues of the opposite gender, highlighting the significance of acceptance and mutual

respect in facilitating knowledge sharing. In Saudi Arabia, where bonds between genders
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are often familial, tribal, or regional, commanding respect and fostering identification, the
implementation of Vision 2030 and the progressive shift towards more inclusive
workplaces have given rise to a new organizational kinship. In these settings, where
genders now share common workspaces, there is evidence that this organizational
structural shift has played a role in easing knowledge sharing experiences. The emergent
subthemes from this main theme encompass learning and employee development, as well
as organizational Kinship.
Learning and Employee Development

Participants expressed that a key driver of knowledge sharing is the opportunity to
both learn from and teach others. They indicated that learning infused collaboration and
shared goals in the workspace. There is also the push by higher authorities to achieve the
goals of the Vision 2030 that emphasized lifelong learning and development to build a
knowledge-based society. Therefore, organizations are expecting from their employees a
continuous pursuit of learning for new skills and development. Lolo shared that when she
started to work with her organization, they had a new information system for
collaborative work that she struggled with. She highlighted that the encouragement and
support extended by her manager, promoting an environment of ongoing learning, were
instrumental in facilitating her adjustment, “He told me if you have any questions come
to me, even if it was silly, even if you ask me more than 100 times a day.” Haya shared
that a significant factor contributing to her professional growth is her proactive approach
to seeking help. She emphasized that her colleagues consistently offer support whenever

she reaches out for assistance. Haya explained:
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I was preparing for a certain exam to get a job qualification... I used to ask my

colleagues all the time when | face something I do not get. | would raise my voice

in the office “who knows how to do this and that”, “who can explain this for me”,

and to be honest | was a pain in the neck, | would ask all day. And I really got a

lot of help, anyone who knew anything came in and taught me something.

Participants shared that they felt obligated to teach and share what they know with
their colleagues and that it is a rewarding practice by itself. Their deep understanding of
how important learning is for them and their colleagues is what motivates them to share
knowledge. Ghazi expressed how working in the information technology (IT) department
is an obligation to teach and train his colleagues how to manage different application or
systems. Ghazi explained that regardless of the gender of his colleague, he will help and
share knowledge: “I'm used to sitting with the opposite gender and then teaching them
the In-and-outs of every application. And I've never faced any issue because everyone is
very professional, and there's no hindrances when it comes to exchanging knowledge.”
Sara shared that she loves teaching and helping her colleagues master different skills: “I
think I'm built to be a teacher... I like explaining things...You know when you explain
something to someone and they have the light bulb, it's very intriguing to me to see how
people understand things.” Sara indicated that teaching colleagues a certain skill helped
her learn more about the skill. Haya who also works in an IT department explained that
one of the things that helped her understand the importance of sharing knowledge is a
project she worked on in her organization that was related to open databases: “I realized
its importance when we started working in workshops with entrepreneurs who would

benefit from the platform.” Haya explained that being mindful of the positive affect of
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knowledge sharing on stakeholders and the country’s economy as a whole motivated her
to share knowledge more.

Participants expressed a shared commitment to a common vision and
organizational goals, propelling them to actively engage in knowledge sharing and
contribute to their colleagues' learning experiences. Fahad discussed the challenges he
encountered in his current organization, citing a lack of structure. Despite this, he
proactively began assisting his team leader by sharing techniques he had acquired from
his previous organization to restructure the workflow, “I try to make the work
environment more professional. We all want to work.” Fahad explained that what drives
people to share knowledge at work is having a shared goal: “No gender difference, we all
have one aim, one target, one goal.” Abdullah also indicated that what drives individuals
to share knowledge is having the same vision: “There is no difference between genders
when it comes to work and its outcomes...They are both expected to deliver and take
responsibility in giving input and output and executing plans.” Badr compared what
motivated him to work in college, where it was a segregated setting, to what is expected
from him in the workplace:

What actually got me working in college was being very competitive, one of my

very close friends took the same majors in classes same everything practically, we

see it as a game... | don't think that's something that I encountered in work ... It's
not the biggest priority, let’s say, to outperform. I feel like it's a more
collaborative effort. It's grounding.

Nada indicated that as a director she makes sure that she shares with her department the

meetings’ points to make sure they have all the information they need to execute their
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work according to goals set. Nada explained that regardless of how her colleagues
perceive her, she will deliver on her commitments.

Narratives shared by participants emphasized that their pursuit of self-
development and their desire to contribute to the development of others are key factors
that facilitate knowledge sharing at work. Their profound understanding of the
importance of knowledge to all stakeholders, coupled with a strong sense of
responsibility toward their organization and colleagues, plays a crucial role in fostering
positive knowledge sharing experiences.

Organizational Kinship

Saudi Arabia has a tribal culture where individuals may have a tie with a complete
stranger more than a next-door neighbor. These ties have a moral value and come with
obligations of support that you are expected to show whenever needed. Yet, having
colleagues from the same region or tribe is not a preference for individuals when it comes
to knowledge sharing. Lolo shared that one of the things that hindered knowledge sharing
between her and her colleagues when she first joined her organization was that they were
from the same region, "I came to this job, all of my colleagues from Qassim... | was shy
at the beginning." Stories shared by participants suggested the development of a novel
form of kinship among colleagues. This bond bears resemblance to the moral values that
traditionally unite individuals of a tribe, with respect or muruwah (associated with
courtesy and respect, particularly in interactions with others) serving as the foundational
principles of this novel organizational kinship led by employees. They mentioned that

their colleagues would occasionally go the extra mile to assist them during work
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challenges. This echoes the tribal ethos, where individuals feel a sense of obligation
towards their tribe, offering support to their people in all circumstances.

Participants shared stories highlighting the contrast between their interactions
with colleagues from the opposite gender when they initially began working together and
the transformed dynamic that emerged after establishing this newfound connection. Nada
indicated that when she started working in her current position at the beginning, she faced
resistance from her colleagues, but as they started to trust the source of her leadership
decisions they changed “It’s always hard at the beginning, and when they trust your
knowledge, it starts to be easier.” She explained that she had took different strategies to
show her colleagues her level of expertise by explaining in detailed presentations her role
in the organization and having one-on-one meetings with colleagues in leadership
positions to build rapport. Nada gave an example of a situation she faced with her
colleagues, to show how much they changed. Nada shared that at the beginning of
COVID-19 pandemic, as a risk management director, she presented to her colleagues a
plan in order to reduce the effect of lockdown on the process of work:

Everyone looked at me. Are you serious? Are you talking about something that

might reach to Saudi Arabia and disturb work? And they were not sure about what

I'm saying, but because they trust me... They told me...Okay, Nada we trust this

information that you shared based on specific statistics and in a few weeks, you

can go ahead with whatever controls and plans you want.
Sara also had a similar experience where she faced resistance from her employees, and
constant comparison with their previous manager. She indicated that after a while of

working with them, showing them that she was deserving of her position, they changed
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their position towards her, “He said... that I turned out to be the best manager he ever
had... that I always empower them... and I treat them very good.”

Participants shared also that the respectful relationship they had with their
managers played a role in easing their knowledge sharing experiences. Maha expressed
how easy it was to work with her previous manager compared to her current one, and that
this relationship is still adding to her knowledge. “We are still friends, I still go to him in
some situations when | need help, he could call me if he wanted to ask about anything, he
needs help with. He gained my trust, and I gained his trust.” Maha explained that her
previous manager treated everyone equally, and that he made them feel that they are a
team, and he is part of that team. Badr indicated that his first manager was a woman, and
that his relationship with her is different than his current manager who treats him as a
subordinate not as an equal: “It feels like talking to females... my manager...my
colleagues... It's an open line of contact...it is a person talking to a person. It's not a
position talking to position.” Conversely, Abdullah indicated that female employees
would share knowledge and work hard when they are treated with respect:

I believe I'm a thoughtful person...So I have never been in an experience where I

faced an issue with knowledge sharing. Females if they trust you, they will give

much more than a male colleague... They will spend hours to try to achieve and
deliver when compared to men, when they feel safe, and you have their back. This
is something that makes me consider hiring a female employee more than a male
to be honest.

Abdulaziz and Fahad also agree that women are more willing to share knowledge

when they feel respected by their male colleagues. If women feel they are not welcomed
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in the workspace, or judged for interacting with men, they will refrain from sharing their
knowledge. Lolo stressed on the fact that she is respected by her colleagues and this is
what makes her feel comfortable to work with them and share her knowledge “I am
respected. Everything I ask about is given to me and much more.” Latifah has expressed
how friendly her colleagues are and that they treat her as a sister:
It effects work in a positive way... Imagine working with someone you are
comfortable with... it is not essential to have a friendly relationship with your co-
worker to achieve your organization’s goals...but when you have a co-worker you
can rely on you can trust, you consider him as a friend, as a brother, I think it is
amazing.
Latifah also highlighted that some of her male colleagues would go out of their way to
ensure she was comfortable in the workplace. She shared a story about facing problems
in her department, explaining how a male colleague helped her transfer to a new
department within the organization:
He made it easier for me to transfer to a new department... he gave me the
support he recommended me to the [new] department... he has nothing to gain...
it is because he considered me as a friend, as a sister, as someone who's harm [too
bad] to lose her.
Hana also indicated that she has a friendly relationship with her colleagues which
facilities work and makes sharing knowledge easier, even personal knowledge
“Sometimes we share personal things about our lives, our ideas, our ambitions.”
Participants shared narratives suggesting the emergence of a new organizational

kinship akin to tribal connections within their organizations, with mutual respect or
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muruwah (associated with courtesy and respect, particularly in interactions with others)
forming its foundation. This connection plays a pivotal role in facilitating knowledge
sharing between individuals within the organization, transcending gender and hierarchical
positions. Those in managerial roles noted that, despite initial resistance from employees,
building relationships based on respect and a belief in their colleagues' abilities proved
instrumental in overcoming hurdles and nurturing a setting that encourages knowledge
sharing. Additionally, participants underscored the significance of positive manager-
employee relations in enhancing overall knowledge sharing experiences.
Culture as a Barrier for Knowledge Sharing

This theme explores the barriers of knowledge sharing in their organizations,
especially between genders. As previously presented, participants share that fostering
knowledge sharing in the workplace can be enhanced by actively pursuing personal and
professional development, a willingness to collaborate across genders, and cultivating
respectful relationships. Yet, these actions alone will not be sufficient to change an
established culture ingrained in Islamic teachings and traditions. Even though participants
shared stories of their respectful relations with colleagues of the opposite gender, an
unseen barrier — culture — still creates an unease in their relations. Overcoming this
cultural barrier and altering people's long-adhered beliefs and views will not happen
overnight, as participants shared. Participants shared various reactions to the
organizational structure change, describing the experiences they and their colleagues are
undergoing during the transition from a gender-segregated workspace to an integrated
one. They gave examples of changes they noticed in themselves and their organizations

resulting from this shift. They also shared the roles they or other colleagues played to

95



ease the change in organizational structure and the resistance to it. Yet, participants were
fully aware that change cannot be rushed. The emergent subthemes from this main theme
include new competition in the workplace, misjudged and misunderstood, and change
takes time.

New Competition in the Workplace

Participants discussed the ongoing competition among men in leadership
positions, noting that the entry of women into the workspace introduced new contenders
for these roles and intensified the rivalry. As women are given the opportunity to work in
these knowledge spaces, they are entering the race of possible leadership. This created a
barrier in knowledge sharing between genders. Since power resides in knowledge, some
men are not keen on sharing their knowledge with women to remain powerful in the
workspace and reach their aspired goals.

Participants shared different depictions of this competition in government
organizations. In reflecting on her experience with knowledge sharing, Tahani discussed
the resistance observed among men in governmental organizations when it comes to
sharing knowledge "You must realize that nobody in the government wants to assist you,
especially if you are a woman and the government is currently focusing on women
[issues]. This is especially true of those in higher positions.” According to Tahani, male
colleagues do not disclose what they know because they are afraid of losing their jobs “I
feel that if you are insecure, you will not share. If you are secure enough, you will
share... they [male colleagues] fear to tell you so they wouldn’t lose their job.” When
Latifah first started working for her organization, male colleagues gave her the same

reluctance: “There were years in my career where knowledge sharing was not good,
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males were threatened that if they shared information, | would take over, God knows why
they think that way.” Maha believes her current manager is excluding her and her
colleagues, women and men, from knowledge sharing experiences because he is fearful
of losing his position “He didn’t go to business school and all of us did... so he is scared
to lose his position, although if he asked the whole team no one wants his position.”

As competition can occur between colleagues in general, Badr believes that the
disposition to share knowledge varies between genders and that male colleagues are more
resistant to sharing what they know because they are more competitive "If | would ask a
male colleague for something, for example, the willingness to share is different than a
female... it is less competitive when I approach a female." Rayan believes that the issue
is not gender-specific and is a shared challenge applicable to all genders "Most people do
not want to share their knowledge because they do not want to lose their job or their
uniqueness.” Haya agreed with this notion, stating that colleagues from both genders
might resist sharing knowledge because they feel they worked hard for it and would not
hand it to anyone easily “Some people think I did a lot of work to get this information. I
looked up resources and gathered the information, and | will not share it with anyone
unless I am supposed to share it.”

As revealed through participants' stories, the fear of losing one's current position
or aspiring to new ones can play a role in resistance to sharing knowledge, especially
between genders. Men, in particular, harbor concerns that the support women receive
from government officials might lead to them taking over their jobs or securing more
leadership roles. This fear serves as a primary reason for the reluctance to share

knowledge in such scenarios.
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Misjudged and Misunderstood

Participants recounted instances where effectively communicating their
knowledge at work proved challenging due to divergent expectations in gender
interactions, both in the workplace and social settings. The primary source of
contradictions and confusion arise from the ambiguity in gender boundaries within
organizational contexts, as opposed to clear rules in the social realm. These
contradictions resulted in confusion and fear of being misjudged or misunderstood. It was
also evident from the stories shared by participants that the lack of experience with the
opposite gender creates a miscommunication problem. Male participants believe it is not
easy to talk to women and they often misunderstand what they say. Participants
mentioned that they have colleagues who try to avoid engaging with people of the
opposite gender to avoid all these situations. It was evident from comparing the
experiences told by the male and female participants that women were less hesitant to
approach men to share knowledge. Women, restrained from certain spaces and
opportunities in the past, understand the importance of stepping up and standing out.
Female participants have successfully challenged societal norms simply by working in a
gender integrated workspace, while their male counterparts continue to grapple with
apprehensions about breaking these conventions.

Rayan shared his confusion when he started working with women, and interaction
with the opposite gender started to occur regularly, "We know we have to interact more,
but we don't know what the limit is." One of the teachings Rayan had a problem with was

shaking hands with women, which is forbidden in his conservative Qassimi (a province in
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Central region) subculture. Rayan said his solution to this confusion is to ask his
colleagues from the opposite gender about their boundaries.

| stopped handshaking and then realized you don't know if it was welcomed or not

with this person [female colleague]. So, I started to ask if this was okay or not.

What I have noticed is that most of them [female colleagues] have the same

feeling. They shared that it is confusing; we don't know the rules.

Rayan explained the source of confusion is not just the difference between one regional
subculture and another; it is a difference from one person to another. Haya shared an
incident that supported what Rayan shared about confusion. Haya was in a position where
a man offered his hand to her which she believes is because she did not wear a nigab (a
face cover worn by women that only reveals their eyes), but not to her friend who did,

she shared:

What if I was a person who doesn’t handshake with men, and this guy extended

his hand to me, I would be forced to shake hands even if I didn’t want to. So, I felt

that if you are in a country where the known custom is that men and women don’t
shake hands, you shouldn’t do it, so you don’t embarrass yourself or others.

Being misjudged was a daunting fear for a couple of the male participants who
were raised in conservative families. Abdullah shared that one of the major barriers to
knowledge sharing and interaction with the opposite gender is misjudgment by others.
Abdullah explained that given the Saudi culture and upbringing, some colleagues may
misinterpret your intentions when you interact with a female colleague, "People are
cautious, so when I laugh with a male it is totally different than when I laugh with a

female. People judge immediately, they will say what they think they saw or felt.”
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Rayan reflected on his first years working with women, explaining that he
imposed restrictions on interacting with the opposing gender. He clarified that some
female colleagues were eager to learn from him, but he feared being misjudged. To share
what he knows with them and avoid judgment, he created a mental time limit for
interaction with female colleagues that he does not surpass. Rayan clarified his reasons
for such restrictions, "At any time you might be judged, at any time people will assume
you are doing something wrong." Fahad has proven the legitimacy of these fears by
sharing his perspectives on his manager, who seems to have a good relationship with his
female employees, "He just wants to laugh with women and interact with the women at
work, not the men."

Sara was mindful of the potential judgment from her colleagues and explained the
inherent risk of being misjudged when interacting with colleagues of the opposite gender:
"We are always in fear of being judged as tmeelh (showing off, flirting).” Sara affirmed
that, despite the potential for misjudgment, she never allowed fear to hinder her pursuit of
acquiring or sharing knowledge. Yet, she indicated that despite earning multiple
promotions, her colleagues failed to attribute the recognition to her hard work. Instead,
they perceived it as an expression of showiness on her part, or tmeelh.

As gender boundaries in the workspace become less defined, there is a risk of
exceeding established limits. Female participants shared tales of how some of their male
colleagues imposed themselves on them. Hana had an experience with a previous
manager who lacked the awareness to identify his limits and her right to privacy, "He
started to ask me about personal things, about my father, my mother, my relationship

with them, asking me different things... he was obsessive...I had to change my
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department.” Haya also recounted her experiences with colleagues who could not
comprehend the distinction between professional and personal connections. She
described a workplace situation involving a colleague she felt uncomfortable speaking
with directly, and she made it plain to him. Yet, he forced the personal interaction on her
to the point she had to report him to her manager:

| went to my female manager. When she spoke to him, he remarked, "Well, why

is it acceptable to her to chat with this guy and that, yet when | talk to her, she

goes to you and complains." She responded to him “because she is free to choose
who to be friendly with and talk to or not, not you.”
Badr agrees with the idea of people having a problem with identifying their boundaries.
He explained that the newness of the situation can lead some people to overstep and test
their limits more than they should.

Participants conveyed that the highest level of confusion occurred at the initial
stages of working in the same workspace with colleagues of the opposite gender. As
Abdullah reflected on the first days of working with the opposite gender, he described the
ambiguity: "They didn’t know how to deal, how to interact, how to discuss. People were
sensitive even in work on both sides, males and females. There was this anticipation of
what will happen, there was this big barrier." Fahad added that he was unsure how to
address ladies when he started working with them in the same workspace. Men in Saudi
Arabia would call each other using a kunyah (a nickname using Abo for men, or Om for
women accompanied their firstborn's name), but he did not know if that was women's

preference as well. "I didn't know what to call her om flan (so and so) or by her name.
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Some women don't like you to call her by her son's name. So, at the beginning, it was
hard."

Male participants explained that being socially segregated can create a
misunderstanding of what is communicated and the intentions behind words and acts.
Mohammed explained that he is a person who is polite when he talks to anyone; this is
how he was raised. He indicated that this politeness can be misunderstood as being
flirtatious:

It's like a balance; you have to keep it, and you will get it within time. What is

politeness, and what is flirting... You must keep this sharat moawyah [an Arabic

idiom meaning a thin thread] just to be safe from being misunderstood.
Mohammed highlighted the significance of communication in his field of project
management, underscoring that misunderstandings regarding his intentions while
interacting with team members could pose challenges in completing project tasks "If she
thinks a daily meeting for 2 hours is not about work, then we cannot move forward."
Badr had a different problem of contact with women at work. He feels that his lack of
social interaction with women created a barrier to understanding even his sense of humor:
| am used to talking to guys; some of that mannerism would carry over when
talking to my female colleagues, and that certainly doesn't translate well... I am
making a passive-aggressive joke about work; it is taken extremely differently by
both genders.
Ghazi shared that not only the person you are interacting with may understand your
intentions differently, but even colleagues listening might misunderstand you and report

you "People assume things, they assume they have to take things in their hands, and they
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are responsible to report something... even if they don't have the full picture." Nada
mentioned that the novelty of the situation contributes to misunderstandings. She clarified
that there are instances when she might misunderstand her colleagues of the opposite
gender, requiring her to reflect on the situations she encounters to gain a comprehensive
understanding "1 think because it is new to us, | might feel because | am a lady, they are
doing this to me. But when | think about it and try to analyze it properly, | feel that might
happen with anyone, not because of my gender."

Female participants shared that the social segregation practiced in the Saudi
culture for decades led to some male colleagues not accepting the idea of sharing the
workspace with them, which negatively impacts knowledge sharing. Maha explained that
although she is a senior, her manager does not invite her to meetings. Meanwhile, he will
invite a junior colleague from the opposite gender "'l am the team leader; | am supposed
to be in that room, but he would take that person, not me, and he is the only guy in my
team.” Maha explained that not only was she blocked from attending meetings, but
colleagues who attended the meetings would either deny that they attended them or not
share what was discussed.

Tahani shared that the problem in her organization stems from the top of the
hierarchy and that the CEO is not supportive of women. "He doesn't like women; he
doesn't believe in women. That is why there are no women close to him. Even the women
who were in higher positions before he came, left the organization when he joined." Hana
also shared that in her organization, she does not feel women are welcomed by some
colleagues: "A couple of them refused to communicate with us; they do not think we are

capable of doing the work." Haya experiencing opposition from men working in external
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government entities collaborating on projects with her organization. Haya indicated that
some of her work is auditing and giving feedback to these organizations; and it is not
welcomed when she asks about certain things "I feel that they get really sensitive when
the feedback is from a girl." Haya gave an example of the resistance she and her female
colleagues face from these entities. She stated that in some situations, they are asked to
attend meetings online even though they are taking place in the same building:

My team has only two women, me and my colleague... all men will attend the

meeting face-to-face, me and my colleague we attend online. They go to one of

the offices for the meeting and broadcast it for us and we are sitting in the office

next to them. Sometimes they will mute themselves... I felt excluded... Iam a

junior, but my colleague is not, and there are some male colleagues in the same

level as her and they are sitting in that room.

Some of their reluctance to engage with the opposite gender can be attributed to
their attempts to live up to the norms they have always known. Mohammed shared that he
had a manager in his previous organization who was cautious about interacting with
women "If any girl went to his office, he would not close the door, even if it was
confidential... he is doing this because he came from a mindset that says this is khalwa.”
Khalwa refers to the state of one male and one female being together in a private space
which is forbidden in Islamic teachings. This problem also existed for women in gender
integrated workspaces. Haya shared that a woman colleagues has repeatedly stated that
she does not want to interact with men. Haya explained that male colleagues have
listened to her request and tried to avoid contacting her as much as possible, resulting in

her missing many opportunities. Sara shared that some of her employees would rather ask
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the same gender for information regardless of whether they have the answer to their
questions or not "She asked me about something that | am not handling, and | said that it
is not with me, it is with flan [so and so], and she said can you ask him for me? It
happens; | think we subconsciously do it." Rayan and Abdulaziz indicated that it is
normal to feel you understand a colleague from the same gender better or to prefer to
interact with them. Rayan explained that even when he faces a problem with a colleague
from the same gender, he would know how to deal with it, unlike when he interacts with
women.

Another aspect of Saudi culture that does affect the flow of knowledge between
genders is that the segregation of space between genders is still present in social
gatherings. Employees would interact informally in gender segregated spaces, which
would create a gap between different genders and the knowledge they share. The
esteraha is one of the well-known spaces in Saudi culture where men usually gather after
working hours. It is similar to a men-only private club. Haya shared that all her
colleagues from the opposite gender go to the division's CEO's private esteraha "We girls
feel left out.” Haya elaborated that she has not perceived any differential treatment from
the CEO due to the absence of a close personal bond. However, she expressed concern
that this lack of familiarity might influence his judgment, potentially leading to
preferential treatment or leniency towards men he knows more closely "There are certain
rules related to taking leaves... and | thought maybe these rules would be bent for them
just because he knows them closer.” Nada had the opposite problem, her subordinates

from the opposite gender go out regularly to a private esteraha:
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| am the general manager for the department, and | know that men in my team go

to an esteraha once a month. | feel they break the ice more than we do in formal

meetings. | joke with them and say why didn't you invite me, and they would say
come, Nada, but I know I cannot.

Sara revealed that her superiors and other senior staff frequently went out for
coffee without inviting her. She clarified that she did express her willingness to attend
this kind of event “I said I have no problem meeting you guys in coffee shops. But then
they would say, we don’t know, if you’re invited it is going to be awkward, there are
specific topics we cannot discuss.” Sara explained that she would only want to go to these
events to improve her relationships with her colleagues:

I can do without attending, but you know, when you have a personal relationship

with someone, it makes it easier for you to work with them, and it made it hard

for me to expand my network as a GM [general manager]; it is very hard to get to
higher positions without connections.

Rayan was aware of this problem. He identified some spaces where women are
not present, and this might result in them missing knowledge, such as knowledge shared
during smoking breaks. "Sometimes we leave a meeting to take a break, and if there are
ladies in the meeting, they do not join us; we continue the meeting when we go to the
smoking area, eat, or share the same car.” Haya shared that her male colleagues make
some decisions in the smoking room without including the women in the department.
Haya explained that she has often objected to this room in the office.

| have a problem with their smoking room. Usually, they say stuff and agree on

stuff in that room, and we don't know about it until they come back. And we
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weren't included. And I always raise my concerns and talk; I always speak my

mind... “This is not your esteraha; why don’t you include us!”

Lolo, conversely, shared she does not have a problem at work when it comes to
knowledge sharing and that the knowledge, what she is missing is just office gossip,
which she is not interested in

It is an ideal situation for me; the only thing they are not sharing with me | see

them gossiping outside when they smoke. | am sure it is not about work but about

people at work, which is okay with me.

The narratives shared by participants illustrate how the fear of being misjudged or
misunderstood can act as a barrier to knowledge sharing. The absence of clear guidelines
in the newly established gender integrated workspaces contrasts with societal norms
influenced by Saudi culture, particularly during the initial stages of transitioning from
gender segregated workspaces. Male participants expressed a perpetual fear of
unintentionally crossing boundaries or being misjudged for their interactions with the
opposite gender, thereby adversely affecting knowledge sharing. While female
participants acknowledged the possibility of misjudgment, they affirmed that it did not
hinder their commitment to sharing and acquiring knowledge. Moreover, participants
observed resistance to the concept of gender integrated settings among their colleagues
and managers, negatively impacting knowledge sharing. Participants also highlighted the
prevalent gender interaction gap at work and linked it to limited social interactions

between them outside of the workplace.
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Change Takes Time
Initially, the government had to enforce the integration of genders in the
workplace, as societal norms influenced by Saudi culture forbade sharing a workspace
with the opposite gender. However, despite these societal norms, individuals were drawn
to employment in these sectors, tempted by the prestige and substantial income
associated with working for these organizations. As more individuals started working
within these organizations, it became common to have a colleague of the opposite gender
seated next to you. The participants shared that knowledge sharing became more natural
the more time and experience people of different genders spent working together. Rayan
explained people adapted to this change over time "It came normally after there was a
push from the authorities... the encouragement of what once was forbidden, encouraging
organizations to mix the females with the males, this is the major thing." As Rayan
reflects on how people need time to accept new settings, he gives an analogy from the
Saudi culture:
When you go to the desert with your children, they stay very close to you; 2 hours
later, you start trying to ask them to stay very close. You don't want to lose sight
of them. So, they get familiar with it. They get relaxed... It becomes much easier
to expand. I think this is what happened, before it was restricted...Your family,
alhaya [Islamic police], whatever the alarm that will trigger in your mind...The
alarms that alert you to the fact that you are traveling in the incorrect direction
went off. We began to communicate more, and things became a lot simpler.
Abdullah agrees that having the rule of increasing work opportunities for women as part

of Vision 2030 was one of the important steps that eased the acceptance of interacting
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with the opposite gender. Abdullah added that the extended periods of collaborative work
and shared team experiences significantly enhanced individuals' inclination to share their
knowledge "So they were enforced in an indirect way to share their knowledge because
they know the success is for the whole team." Mohammed indicated that enforcing it on
organizations was the first step; but promoting interaction between genders and fostering
diversity within teams is essential for enhancing knowledge sharing and should be a key
focus.

On the other hand, Nada believes that it is not the enforcement, but actually by
engaging women in the organization naturally, male employees are less resistant to
interact with them and are more willing to share their knowledge. She explained that
perhaps five years ago, the government had to enforce it and normalize women's
existence by inviting them to events or meetings that were not in their field of work.
However, this is no longer the approach they use. Women now hold jobs based on their
qualifications and attend meetings and panels on subjects they could enrich with their
knowledge and experience.

Badr suggested that the passage of time is a mitigating factor in reducing
knowledge sharing challenges, particularly between genders. He believes more
interaction is the best way to improve the situation: "I honestly think more interaction
helps... by experiencing the opposite gender.” Lolo, who came from an extremely
conservative family, indicated that the only thing that eased her interaction with her
colleagues was time and more contact "The only thing that broke the ice was the
meetings we have together, the more meetings we have, the less embarrassed and shy |

get over time." Latifah agrees with this notion; she indicated that “The more we deal with
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each other, the better we cooperate.” Abdulaziz shared that this is a strategy he uses at
work. He indicated that whenever he has a new member in the team who shies from
working with the opposite gender, he will assign them to work with a teammate from the
opposite gender to help them overcome this hurdle: "Even with seating. | prefer to have
them in the same place, like sitting next to each other, because this will open much more
conversation. This will help create friendly relations between them."”

While participants shared stories of witnessing change, the transformational
nature of this shift underscores its gradual pace. It is a change that needs diminishing old
beliefs and adapting to new ones. Mohammed explained the complications of this change
since it is only happening in the workplace and not on a social level: "My colleague will
take maybe a 2, 3-week break, and will come back with a changed mindset... like... why
are you talking to me right now?" He clarified that it is hard to sustain when it only
happens in the workplace. Even when organizations set events to build rapport between
colleagues, they tend to sit in groups based on gender "We have to lead them around the
events. Convincing them that communication [between genders] is normal is the second
stage. Not the abnormal.” Badr indicated that the change needs time because it is a
paradigm shift.

The problem is if you keep it to a strictly social aspect, or social environment, |

don’t think we could get the outcomes we want. It's not the synergies you're trying

to build, you cannot transition the entire people...it's tied to the reconfiguration of
how people try to look at the opposite sex and gender...It's a mental thing.
The Saudi government is sponsoring social events where different genders interact and

share space as an effort to normalize gender interaction. Ghazi explained that having
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these public events supported by the government helps the whole society to transition
and, as a result, helps organizations and knowledge sharing. Ghazi indicated that the
resistance was evident "It will not be fixed immediately."”

Female participants explained that they took it upon themselves to normalize their
existence and face their colleagues' resistance. Haya shared her experience of
transitioning to a shared workspace with the opposite gender and the strategies she used
to normalize having women in the workspace: "I made sure that when | had some work to
do with a male colleague, | would ask him to come into my office. | wanted them to get
used to the idea." Sara also shared how she did her share in normalizing women's
existence even in meetings, "'l was the only female employee to discuss things on the
table. I was the only female employee discussing subjects not in her job description.”
Maha talked about how resistant some of her colleagues are when it comes to interacting
with women:

Some male colleagues try to avoid interacting with me, but when | force them to

interact...and they hear my Najdi accent [Central region accent], which is similar

to them...it is like I break this barrier between us, although I shouldn't bear this
responsibility.

Other aspects helped people adapt to the new changes at work. Abdullah pointed
out one significant factor, underscoring the value of having colleagues accustomed to
working with women:

We were lucky that even the type of people who worked with us at that time, | am

talking men, were mostly people who studied abroad, and it helped those who

were not adapted to the idea of working with women to adapt.

111



Maha shared a similar perspective on the factors that eased the transition to a shared
workspace. According to her, the shift was facilitated by the prior experience of some
colleagues who had worked in organizations where individuals of different genders
shared common workspaces "70% came from the private sector, from banks or consultant
companies. So, they already worked with females before. Maybe that helped.”

Participants shared that they do believe that their organizations are changing.
They believe that the tension they felt in their organizations gradually subsided with time.
Haya explained that as people started to adapt to the new work settings, they changed
their old societal rules of interaction "I feel people started to create social contracts
between them." Haya further explained that she started to notice changes in the way they
interact with the opposite gender “They started to include me in the decision making.
They know now that it is okay to talk to me and ask for my opinion... people won't judge
you because you are talking to a woman." Latifah explained that the changes witnessed in
her daily interactions are surreal given the traditions she was raised to hold: "I have never
thought that I will chat about movies with a male co-worker... or what is the best taco
restaurant... I never assumed I will have this chat with the opposite sex."

Stories shared by participants highlighted the gradual acceptance of the new
integrated workspaces as individuals began to understand its importance in the context of
work. They recounted their contributions to easing this transition, particularly the female
participants, and discussed other aspects that facilitated the process. However, they all
recognized that the adjustment to this change is a gradual process that requires time and

patience.
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Organization’s Practices and Knowledge Sharing

Participant stories unveiled various organizational practices aimed at enhancing
knowledge sharing overall, with a particular focus on fostering better collaboration
between genders. Participants indicated that organizations need to support employee
engagement formerly or informally to improve knowledge sharing in the workplace. It
was evident that the role of management is essential to improve the experiences of
knowledge sharing between genders at work. Management holds the responsibility of
smoothing organizational transitions by creating an inclusive workplace that nurtures
positive relationships among employees. This involves fostering organizational practices
that actively promote knowledge sharing, particularly emphasizing interactions between
genders. Insights from participants highlighted the crucial role of supporting women and
establishing safe spaces for open communication. Recognizing and praising employee
efforts emerged as a driving force for fostering knowledge sharing. There is also the role
expected by management and human resource (HR) professional to formulate and
enforce organizational conduct guidelines, complemented by informative sessions. For
knowledge sharing between genders to happen naturally, it needs practices that supports
it.

Participants have noted that events and gatherings contribute positively to
improving relations with colleagues. Nonetheless, there is a consensus that organizations
should invest additional efforts to optimize their effectiveness. Mohammed described the
recent gatherings they had prior the interview, “They held suhoor [a meal at night]
Ramadan and they booked us a space, the whole department went together, they are

trying to be practical about improving communication between team members... but
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women would sit in one group, and men in another.” Nada agrees with the idea that
events organized by the organization lack effectiveness in supporting knowledge sharing
and improving gender relations. She conveyed that her organization primarily invites her
to official gatherings, a practice she believes ineffective in fostering the necessary rapport
with her colleagues “I cannot act as easy as [ want.” Another reason that makes these
events ineffective that they do not happen regularly. Sara shared that her organization has
more than 1000 employees working in different cities in Saudi Arabia. She explained that
she still has a problem knowing her colleagues in the same department, let alone her
organization “We had an Eid celebration, and I would go ‘who is this? This is the first
time I see this person!’ I think having more events and gatherings for employees builds
better relationships even with other GMs.” Ghazi recommended that unofficial, regular
outings contribute significantly to building stronger connections among employees.
Furthermore, he suggested that managers initiate team bonding events to enhance affinity
and promote better knowledge sharing “Be more friendly, be part of the team, do
somethings with them... that is what makes things a lot easier. Because if you’re
comfortable with someone you feel free to say what is on your mind.”

Participants highlighted the crucial impact of management on the efficacy of
knowledge sharing within their organizations. Stories of knowledge sharing experiences
were shared that emphasized on the primary role managers played in determining the
positivity or negativity of these interactions. Maha suffered from a manager who played
the role of a gatekeeper of knowledge in her department. He expected complete

transparency from his employees, insisting on full disclosure of their work. Yet, he

114



reciprocated with vague information when it came to sharing details about their assigned
tasks and projects

He insists on sharing everything with him, and no work would be done offline, it

is all done on a OneDrive... However, when we work on important files, we don't

know that. He gives us pieces of the work, each one of the team members, and we

don't know that we are working on an important file until we joint all the pieces.
She explained that he wants to be the only source of knowledge when sharing with other
departments and teams. Nora shared that her manager would assign tasks with intentional
ambiguity, aiming to confuse her deliberately, as a means of asserting superiority and
showcasing greater knowledge. Fahad, conversely, experienced an opposing challenge.
Fahad indicated that his manger does not understand his managerial roles and lacks
information about the tasks his employees are performing. Fahad suggested certain
programs or qualifications for management positions that would train them on certain
skills and clarify their roles in their organizations.

Participants recommended having a clear system for knowledge sharing as a
needed approach in organizations to prevent knowledge hording. Lolo stressed on the
idea that her organization is structured and have a clear system of knowledge sharing
which she finds helpful, and made her feel updated and included “We have to share
everything, the documents, the meeting minutes, the agenda, it is not an option.” Lolo
compares it with her previous organization where she felt not engaged in work and out of
the loop “There were no regular meetings, they did not share information, they would
send e-mails to the department manager every time they want to share something to get

his permission.” Other participants were facing the opposite problem since their
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organizations are newly established and its management is lacking experience. Fahad
indicated his previous organization was more structured and professional “In my old
organization there were weekly meetings, there were daily meetings, your manager
comes and talks to you in the smoking room. Here | cannot find my manager, | maybe
meet him once or twice a month.” Similar to Fahad’s situation, Tahani indicated that her
current organization is, as she describes it, messy. Tahani clarified that the main issue is
lack of structure “There is no protocols, no KPI, not even job descriptions.” Tahani
explained that not having clear procedures affects knowledge sharing “I say to myself,
maybe they [her colleagues] don’t want to share because they don’t know if it is right or
wrong.” Some participants suggested regulations that enforce inclusion, especially for
female employees. Maha explained that the only way to force her manager, who is not
involving her in meetings and decision-making, is to have clear rules and regulations “He
is a person who likes to follow regulations, doesn’t take risks, so I think if there were
regulations related to knowledge sharing, he will follow them.” Maha shared that in her
current organization, there is nothing in the procedure that supports knowledge sharing
“There is nothing that enforces the idea of sharing, the decision can be in the hand of one
person... there is nothing in the procedure that prevents the person from keeping the
knowledge to himself.”

Participants highlighted that acknowledgment of their hard work and abilities
serves as a motivating factor for them to share their knowledge. This recognition is
particularly crucial for women, as newcomers in the workspace who may face
uncertainties about their expertise, as Abdullah, Badr, and Sara shared. Abdullah

indicated that he has noticed that his female colleagues sometimes refrain from sharing
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what they know because they are new in these spaces and need support to voice their
opinions. Badr agrees with this notion as he indicated that he noticed that his female
colleagues lack confidence “They are less confident in themselves, or maybe less
confident in the information.” Sara have voiced the same opinion about women being less
confident in their knowledge. She explained that she had suffered from this problem and
it stopped her multiple times from sharing. Sara indicated that the top management
recognition of her hard work and talent is what helped her to feel more self-assured “He
gave me a load of his work 2 days in the job, and I thought maybe because it was not that
important, then I got to work on a huge project... and finally present it to the Crown
Prince.” Sara shared that this incident increased her confidence in her abilities and
knowledge which made it easier for her to share it more.

Abdullah proposed that recognizing employees for their knowledge sharing
efforts could enhance their willingness to contribute and share. Abdullah explained, “A
satisfaction survey, or rates, to encourage people who even don’t want to share to share.
A clear system to share knowledge.” Maha expressed how one of the problems she faces
at work is that her manager does not acknowledge the work she and her colleagues
perform:

If | was invested in this organization, |1 would start with talking to him, to explain

to him that we are seven employees very qualified and we are doing the dirty

work and there is no thank you at least or any recognition. And there is no

involvement in the organization, I just receive orders and work according to these

orders. And even when | try to be proactive usually it is dismissed.
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Abdulaziz provided insights that substantiate the positive impact of recognition in
general, and on knowledge sharing specifically. He indicated that one of the values of
having women in managerial positions is that they express their appreciation of their
employees with ceremonies at the end of their projects. Abdulaziz explained that this
action has a positive outcome on knowledge sharing, employees, and the organization as
a whole:

Each and every person wants to be noticed. They want to be shining in the entity

and even within their colleagues. So, if the project will be done, no one knows

about it. Only whoever are interested, or whoever is working in the projects and
knows these results, you will be not shining in your entity. However, whenever it
is communicated, let's say, with pictures, announcement, this will benefit the
person who worked in this project, the group, even the management and the
institution.

There is also the problem of not having clear rules of conducts in Saudi
organizations, and unfortunately it is a subject that management shy from discussing or
addressing. Nora who faced problems with her manager who she described “Sexualized
any conversation he had with a female”, stressed on the need of having clear rules of
conduct at work. She explained that this setting is new and therefore we have to have all
the regulations to make it a safe environment for employees. “The guidelines and
protocols of working with both genders and having people in higher management
establishing it is not common, because it didn’t exist before.” Nora clarified that the
absence of a clear protocol in her organization for handling such incidents was the factor

that deterred her from reporting it “Even if [ were to report it, it would be thrown around,
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and then HR would have another label to the issue.” Hana also expressed dissatisfaction
with the HR department in her organization, noting a lack of necessary measures taken
when incidents like sexual harassment are reported, in contrast to quick action taken for
minor issues “A colleague does not wear a hijab, the HR sends her the code of
appropriate dressing in the workplace, on the other hand, | know many people who had
complaints of management mistreatment, some were harassment, and nothing happened.”
Mohammed conveyed this perspective by underscoring the responsibility of the HR
department in fostering a culture of strong work ethics. This involves raising employee
awareness and implementing clear procedures and consequences for breaches.

Fahad and Haya were the only participant who shared that their organization have
recently implemented a system to report any misconduct at work. Fahad demonstrated a
limited comprehension of his organization's system and suggested that these measures
were implemented after an incident occurred within his organization. Whereas Haya
pointed out that her organization effectively communicated the new ministry-cabinet
decision on harassment laws to employees through emails, providing comprehensive
details on how to report such issues, she also highlighted that the victim has the option to
remain anonymous. This approach had a positive impact on her:

When | read this document, | felt safe. | felt okay there is someone that would

help us, and they gave us different ways to contact them... now I know that if |

interacted with a person and he crossed the line | have a clear way to get help. |
can stop him, and | know how to stop him.

Some participants suggested having courses to improve interaction between

employees, or entry level courses to clarify specific rules that organizations set when it
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comes to interacting with the opposite gender. Mohammed explained that there are some
skills that employees are lacking when it comes to interacting in these new settings “It is
about the soft skills that you need to teach people. There is no course for that.” Nora
suggested that establishing rules of conduct is essential to clarify boundaries in
interactions between genders; nevertheless, she emphasized the importance of actively
teaching and promoting awareness of these rules. Nora suggested implementing online
courses for new employees:

I'm not saying implement these regulations without educating the people. But I

think people need to be more aware of what's going on, especially it’s a new and

upcoming thing in the kingdom where things are changing so fast. Then let's
change, in the correct way.
Hana also suggested workshops about rules of conducts, “Workshops or whatever to help
them know how to deal with the opposite gender.” Ghazi believes that HR is responsible
of improving employee engagement and they need to work on creating courses to
improve communication between employees in general.

Participants indicated that having an organizational culture that promotes
knowledge sharing and respectful relations among colleagues is what all organizations
need to invest in. Rayan explained that an organization can take different measures to
improve knowledge sharing practices, such as setting a good example and raising
awareness to how valuable it is for the organization, however, what really improves
knowledge sharing is creating a culture that supports it:

I think creating a good culture by default will enable knowledge sharing...Some

people would not share because there are no incentives for sharing, but creating a
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good culture solves this problem, you will not make people compete against each
other, you will make them compete with each other.
Rayan explained that good organizational practice means good employee relations, and
that would improve knowledge sharing practices
Good culture is when you have good relationship with your colleagues. When one
of them asks you for a favor, or asks you about something, even if you do not
want to share, you will value the relationship with your colleague and share.
Ghazi proposed that cultivating a positive environment enhances work relationships and
establishes a safe space for employees, where mistakes are accepted and tolerated “You
will feel more relaxed, it is not this strict work environment where you feel you cannot
mess up, and you can’t do wrong, so you are more comfortable working and interacting.”
As participants discussed how well-established relationships at work improve
knowledge sharing, they gave examples of initiatives that their colleagues have started
which they see helpful. Maha gave an example from her previous organization, where she
had good relations with her manager and colleagues, and the outcomes of this
relationship is still giving:
The team that | worked with we still have a WhatsApp group, although all of us
have moved to other jobs, we still share knowledge. So even the things they
learned, or information I need from their organizations I receive it from them, and
all kinds of personal and professional news.
Maha recounted that in her former workplace, the team leader exemplified effective
knowledge sharing, establishing a practice that nurtured this habit, and subsequently, all

team members embraced the same approach.
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Haya had a somewhat similar experience in her current organization that led to an
improvement in knowledge sharing. She elaborated on the challenges of locating
necessary information to complete tasks within her organization. Despite these
difficulties, she highlighted a positive development initiated by one of her female
colleagues—a new habit that promotes and supports knowledge sharing “Every time she
works on a report that she feels is helpful and have valuable knowledge she would
publish it on an application that we use for work and also send it to the work WhatsApp
group.” Haya explained that she found this act helpful, and she started doing the same by
publishing her work and sending it to her colleagues. She also explained that other
colleagues are now practicing the same habit and sharing their work. Then there are other
participants who indicated that there were rules in their organizations that enforced
sharing the new acquired knowledge. Sara shared that in her old organization they had to
hold sessions for their colleagues after every course they took: “Whenever you have a
course you have to do an information sharing session with your colleagues, it's obviously
optional for the employees to attend but it's somewhat mandatory to give it.” Sara
explained that this was a helpful procedure for her as well for other employees, this way
she deepens her understanding of the knowledge she has received and helps her build
good relations with her colleagues.

A couple of participants indicated that their organizations lack the understanding
of importance of establishing organizational practices that supported knowledge sharing.
Top management prioritizing personal or short-term goals can establish practices that do
not support knowledge sharing. Tahani stressed on the notion of management’s role in

creating a good organizational practice, and that her current organization is “toxic”
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because of its toxic chief executive officer (CEO) as she described. “A lot of people
resigned and left the organization because of him, and if they bring new good employees,
they cannot sustain them... they will leave.” She clarified that what created this problem
is the focus of employees on pleasing the CEO and not on accomplishing their work.
Tahani indicated that the CEO created a setting in the organization that revolves around
him and not the organization’s goals and vision. Sara has a different problem in her
current organization when it comes to knowledge sharing. She explained that her current
organization does not support knowledge sharing because they are focused on getting the
tasks done in a fast manner. She stated that sharing knowledge and discussing some
projects with colleagues is not encouraged:

Sometimes | work on something, and | go to my manager, and | say, do you think

we should discuss it with this person? He says don't do it. Let's just finish the

project and then submit it. But this compromises the quality, right? but nobody
wants to do it, because it's gonna...slow the process.

Participant narratives uncovered diverse organizational practices aimed at
fostering knowledge sharing, particularly between genders. Organizations were urged to
support employee engagement formally or informally to enhance workplace knowledge
sharing. The pivotal role of management was evident in smoothing organizational
transitions, creating an inclusive workplace, and actively promoting knowledge sharing,
emphasizing interactions between genders. Participants emphasized the need to support
women, create safe spaces for communication, and recognized that acknowledging
employee efforts serves as a catalyst for knowledge sharing. Management and human

resource professionals were expected to formulate and enforce organizational conduct
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guidelines. They indicated that encouraging knowledge sharing between genders
naturally requires supportive practices.
Summary

This chapter presented the findings from a comprehensive analysis of 16 in-depth
semi-structured interviews about knowledge sharing of Saudi male and female employees
who work in government organizations where they share the same workspace. The
chapter started with a description of the participants followed by a presentation of four
main themes that emerged from the study which: Gender relations in Saudi Arabia and
knowledge sharing at work, facilitators of knowledge sharing at work, culture as a barrier
of knowledge sharing, and organizational practices supporting knowledge sharing. The
findings highlight the novelty of this emerging organizational context, demonstrating
signs of adaptability from participants, irrespective of their backgrounds. Despite
encountering barriers, participants are actively exploring ways to enhance knowledge
sharing practices at work. Yet, participants are aware of how rooted gender segregation is
in the Saudi culture, and therefore they are aware of time being a major factor to shift the

culture.
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Recommendations

The purpose of this basic qualitative study was to understand the experiences of
knowledge sharing of male and female Saudi employees in Saudi government
organizations where male and female employees share the same workspace. To fulfill the
purpose of this study, the following research questions were investigated:

e How do male and female employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the influence of gender relations in
Saudi culture on their knowledge sharing?

e How do male and female employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the factors that hinder or facilitate their
knowledge sharing?

e How do male and female employees working in the same space in Saudi
government organizations perceive the influence of their organizational
practices on their knowledge sharing?

The findings of the study showed the emergence of the following four main
themes with their associated subthemes included in parenthesis: Gender relations in Saudi
Arabia and knowledge sharing at work (upbringing and knowledge sharing at work,
experiences with gender segregated workspace and knowledge sharing at work, and
traditional attire and knowledge sharing at work), Facilitators of knowledge sharing at
work (learning and employee development and organizational kinship), Culture as a
barrier of knowledge sharing (new competition in the workplace, misjudged and
misunderstood, and change takes time), and Organizational practices supporting

knowledge sharing. This chapter starts with a discussion of the findings and their
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associated conclusions as they relate to the literature and theoretical frameworks that
guided this study, and it concludes with recommendations for research and practice.
Discussion of Findings and Conclusion

It is crucial to recognize the uniqueness of the phenomena under investigation in
this study, characterized by its distinct cultural context and novel characteristics. The
experiences shared by participants showed that the change of workspace settings in Saudi
government organizations has a complex effect on Saudi employees. The discussion of
the findings is organized within the following four subsections: The paradox of kKinship
and knowledge sharing, Women as main initiators of knowledge sharing, The role of
context of knowledge sharing, and Culture shift and knowledge sharing.
The Paradox of Kinship and Knowledge Sharing

The social fabric of Saudi Arabia is deeply intertwined with tribalism, and despite
the transformative changes the country has undergone, tribal kinship remains a resilient
force. The enduring nature of tribalism in societal norms influenced by Saudi culture has
played a significant role in restricting Saudi women from pursuing various professions
and entering diverse workspaces (Willoughby, 2008; Al-Lily, 2011). The findings of this
study revealed that being accustomed to this type of social bond as mediated through
cultural practices has generated a paradox of kinship within organizational settings. The
presence of colleagues from the same region or tribe created discomfort due to the
concern that behaviors and issues within the organization might be shared among family
members. This finding aligns with those reported by Williams et al. (2013) in their study
of Emirati women in government organizations, where they noted that women were

intentionally granted permission to work in organizations where male family members
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were employed, fostering a sense of familial surveillance. Despite this, the study
emphasizes that forming familial bonds with colleagues was crucial for fostering
effective working dynamics and knowledge sharing. Interestingly, it was observed that
even though having colleagues from the same region or tribe was discomforting, the
presence of familiar traits, like a shared accent, served as a source of comfort. The new
settings in Saudi government organizations are not challenging the patriarchal tribal
structure that Sharabi (1989) have claimed is controlling the Saudi society; rather,
employees seem to be organically and implicitly incorporating it within the
organizational context.

In Saudi government organizations where men and women share the workspace,
the findings revealed the emergence of a novel organizational kinship between genders.
This novel organizational Kinship is not covered by Western research, as it is non-existent
in Western contexts. Additionally, this distinctive form of kinship remains unexplored in
the realm of Saudi or Arab studies due to its novelty. The findings indicate that the
emerging sense of kinship is underpinned by a genuine respect aligning with Arab
traditions, particularly muruwah (associated with courtesy and respect, particularly in
interactions with others), which holds a central role in encouraging the sharing of
knowledge between genders. This differs from the Western perspective, which
emphasizes the importance of trust in knowledge sharing (Tourigny et al., 2017).

In Arab culture, the quality of muruwah is considered a fundamental expectation,
with individuals generally anticipated to exhibit it in all circumstances. Failure to adhere
to this value, due to personal preferences or otherwise, can be seen as a source of disgrace

to one's reputation. The findings revealed that male participants in this study exhibit a
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respectful attitude and politeness towards their female colleagues, as indicated by their
responses. This perspective resonated with female participants, who characterized their
colleagues as profoundly respectful. One participant even went so far as to liken them to
brothers. Female participants have conveyed that a significant number of their colleagues
and managers have been welcoming, supportive, and altruistic. Participants indicated that
showing respect to their colleagues, coupled with the responsibility to support their
fellow colleagues and the organization as a whole, were major drivers of knowledge
sharing. This contradicts the findings of Aldossari and Calvard's (2021) who studied the
attitudes of Saudi women towards gender segregated and gender integrated workspaces.
Aldossari and Calvard's (2021) found Saudi women feeling uncomfortable interacting
with men in both workspaces.

Conclusion 1: There is an emergent organizational kinship that is governing the
interaction between genders in Saudi government organizations where men and women
are sharing the same workspace.

Women as Main Initiators of Knowledge Sharing

For Saudi employees, there is a significate risk of initiating a social exchange with
the opposite gender in the form of sharing knowledge. The social gender segregation in
Saudi culture has garnered support from Islamic jurists, or ulama, who argue that
unrestricted interaction between genders could potentially compromise the moral values
of Islamic society and result in societal decay (Al-Lily, 2011). Therefore, initiating a
relation with the opposite gender requires a strong force to overcome this cultural hurdle,
and the risk of facing rejection from the opposite gender is high. The risk is elevated,

particularly for women, as societal expectations dictate that women should be reserved
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and avoid communication with men as a virtue. In such situations, not only women’s
personal reputation is at stake, but also the reputation of their entire family (Baki, 2004;
Al-Lily, 2011). In spite of this, female participants have reported that, upon entering
shared workspaces with men, they found themselves shouldering the responsibility of
initiating communication and establishing the normalcy of their presence within that
space. Saudi female employees demonstrate a keen awareness of the importance of
knowledge sharing, drawing from their firsthand experiences of the limitations imposed
by gender segregated workspaces. These workspaces once isolated women from vital
knowledge and decision-making, constraining their career growth by limiting leadership
opportunities. Male participants have noted their observations that female colleagues are
more inclined to share knowledge when they feel included and at ease. Additionally, they
noticed that women tend to be proactive in sharing knowledge.

This study showed that work-related knowledge sharing between genders happens
in formal settings. This is explained by the fact that informal gatherings among
colleagues planned by organizations still remain segregated. This phenomenon can be
attributed to the societal structure and the gendered worlds that exist within society, as
described by Le Renard (2008). Yet, in Le Renard’s (2008) study it was the women who
created a private world within the world that men ruled. As women now venture into
previously restricted domains, men are safeguarding their exclusive spaces more
diligently, ensuring that women are barred from entry. As findings showed, they have
their private esteraha’s, their men-only private coffee outings, smoke breaks, and other

spaces where they are not willing to share with women.
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Conclusion 2: Given their past experience of being barred from certain knowledge
sharing spaces and activities, women in these shared workspaces are the initiators of
knowledge sharing with men in Saudi government organization.

The Role of Context in Knowledge Sharing

The findings indicated that to enhance the knowledge sharing experiences of
employees in Saudi government organizations, where both men and women share the
same workspace, there is a need to introduce clear regulations. Literature on social
exchange theory (SET) and knowledge sharing in organizations have focused on context
as an important mediator to sharing knowledge between employees (Lin, 2006; Arif,
2017; Sheerin et al., 2020). Research has shown that having organizational practices that
support collaboration improves the knowledge sharing experiences of its members
(Sheerin et al., 2020). It also indicated that relationships between colleagues, formal or
informal, effects knowledge sharing in organizations (Lin, 2006; Balogun, 2014;
Tourigny et al., 2017). There was also literature on organizational citizenship behaviors
(OCB) that found that altruism, courtesy, sportsmanship, and organizational compliance
had a positive effect on knowledge sharing practices for both genders (Lin, 2008).

Given the paramount importance of context in knowledge sharing practices, it is
noteworthy that the context examined in this study is unique, with no prior research
delving into its nuances. When examining the responses of participants, different factors
that effected their knowledge sharing experiences emerged, such as management support
and organizational practices. Participants who were mostly in junior or mid-manager
positions stressed on the primary role a manager plays in improving their knowledge

sharing experiences at work. Additionally, the findings highlighted that only a few
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participants reported minimal organizational practices in place to support knowledge
sharing across genders. Participants suggested that knowledge sharing in their
organizations lacked a clear system and was arbitrary. One participant pointed out that in
a section or department, knowledge may be under the control of an individual, with no
regulations or procedures in place to enforce sharing.

The findings also showed that organizations did not prepare themselves or their
members to the change of their workspaces. According to participants, the information
about changes in the work settings, including the adoption of a shared workspace for both
women and men, was communicated solely through e-mail. No courses or training were
offered on effective communication or the guidelines for interactions between genders
within the organization. There were also no rules of conducts implemented prior the
integrating of genders in the workspace. Only two participants indicated that they were
informed by the ministry-cabinet decision of the harassment laws and they were given a
system to report any incidents. However, one of these participants reported that this step
was taken after an incident of harassment occurred in the organization. Other female
participants expressed concerns about human resources’ perceived lack of seriousness in
addressing harassment reports, highlighting a general mistrust among female employees
who doubt the department's ability to handle incidents appropriately.

Conclusion 3: Government organizations where men and women share the
workspace had minimal practices in place to support knowledge sharing between

genders.
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Culture Shift and Knowledge Sharing

The process of change may be slowed by the passage of time, but it is an essential
factor in easing and facilitating the transition. Bringing about a change in culture is an
evolutionary undertaking that unfolds over an extended period; however, it is certainly
attainable. The literature on Saudi culture was evident to this possibility as Le Renard’s
(2013) research showed revolutionary changes in Saudi women’s attire and lifestyle that
were resisted at the beginning by society but gradually accepted over time. Women have
tested the rules of society by changing the color of their abayas (a cloak worn by women
that covers their entire body), enjoying the company of their friends in public spaces, and
not needing a mahram (A male family member) to drive them around or accompany
them. Additionally, as the literature showed, the technological revolution has played a
role in challenging societal norms informed by Saudi culture that traditionally governed
interactions between individuals of opposite genders. The study by Al-Saggaf and Begg
(2004) have indicated that in the virtual world, Saudi youth have dared to break the
divide between genders and the disconnect in interaction between them was diminished.

Participants have shared how they observed changes in themselves and their
colleagues after working in gender integrated settings. It was also obvious that younger
participants were more open to the change, which supports the findings of previous
studies (Al-Saggaf & Begg, 2004; Bowen et al.; 2008; Le Renard, 2013). Younger
participants exhibit an ease of interaction with the opposite gender, even outside their
organizations. Some older participants even shared their observations, noting that
younger counterparts have an easier way of interacting with the opposite gender.

However, participants stressed on the primary role that the government have played by
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enforcing the rule of increasing the number of Saudi women in the workforce. Having the
support of the government is what helped women to be more confident and break their
fear of joining these organizations. It is the government support and its celebration of
women’s achievements that lifted the fear of tarnishing their reputations in the society.
Even in the absence of approval from their tribes and local communities, they stand
unthreatened, reassured by the support of the highest authority in Saudi Arabia.

The findings indicate a shift in gender interactions when compared to previous
studies. Earlier studies have revealed that Saudi women studying abroad tended to avoid
interactions with the opposite gender and expressing their opinions, out of concern for
preserving their reputation and adhering to the 'good woman’ image (Madini & Nooy,
2013; Song, 2019). While female participants of this study shared that they have not
shied from proving to their colleagues and management their right to exist in the
workspace and their presence should not be ignored. In this study, some of the male
participants were the ones struggling with gender integrated spaces as it demands a
change in behavior around female employees. Both genders shared that as time passes by,
interaction became easier. Women indicated that as they get to know the opposite gender
personally, they changed the false image that had been ingrained in them by their
upbringing. Participants started creating new rules of interaction that worked for both
parties. They indicated that the changes they are witnessing in themselves and their
colleagues are surprising, given the culture they were raised in and the rules they use to
adhere to. The participants' gradual openness to interacting with the opposite gender over
time and establishing relationships with them significantly enhanced their knowledge

sharing experiences.
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Conclusion 4: It takes time for a culture shift to happen and mindsets to change in
order to have respectful relationships and knowledge sharing among Saudi men and
women in organizations.

In contributing to the understanding of social exchange theory (SET) in the Saudi
context, Blau's social exchange theory (1964) emphasizes the consideration of risk when
initiating social exchanges between individuals and the essential role of trust in
overcoming the fear of such risks. Blau (1964) indicated that in a social exchange, a
relationship needs time to develop between exchange parties to foster the growth of trust
between them. Trust in social exchange is defined as “the willingness to be vulnerable to
another party based on the expectation that the party will perform a desired action,
regardless of the trustor’s ability to monitor that party” (Mayer et al., 1995, p. 712). This
study reveals that in the Saudi context, contrary to Western literature, trust does not
emerge as the primary driver of knowledge sharing between genders. Instead, it is
respect, rooted in Saudi culture as ‘'muruwah’ (associated with courtesy and respect,
particularly in interactions with others), that influences knowledge sharing practices and
helps overcome the anticipated risks posed by challenging societal norms informed by
Saudi culture. Unlike trust, muruwah is not a feeling that is acquired by time, but a
disposition and a way of being, and therefore it is assumed to be present in social
exchanges from the start of the exchange relation. Furthermore, SET underscores the
significance of context in promoting exchanges between individuals. This aspect is also
evident in this study, where organizational practices have emerged as essential for

fostering knowledge sharing experiences.
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The findings and conclusions of the study indicate that gender relations in Saudi
culture are not actively challenged within government organizations. Male participants
underscored the importance of navigating these new settings with care, adapting their
behaviors to fulfill organizational tasks while adhering to societal norms influenced by
Saudi culture, particularly in interactions with the opposite gender. In contrast, female
participants displayed a less fearful stance towards breaking societal norms when
interacting with male colleagues and assumed a proactive role in sharing and acquiring
knowledge. They highlighted the positive impact of support and respect from colleagues
and managers on improving their knowledge sharing experiences. However, findings
revealed that ongoing efforts are needed to enhance these experiences, considering the
time required to overcome resistance to gender interaction deeply rooted in Saudi societal
norms. To facilitate this change, the study emphasizes the significance of organizational
practices that enhance knowledge sharing experiences, preparing organizations and
employees for evolving gender relations.

Recommendations for Future Research

The distinctiveness of the phenomena being studied underscores a compelling
necessity for the human resources development (HRD) literature to thoroughly explore
this unique domain. The findings from this study suggest the need for research to
continue examining the influence of gender relations in the Saudi culture on knowledge
sharing in government organizations where men and woman share the same workspace.
As participants in this study emphasized the necessity and significance of organizational
practices supporting knowledge sharing across genders in shared workspaces, future

research must explore how organizational culture impacts knowledge sharing in
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government organizations with gender integrated workspaces. There is also a need to
conduct studies with larger samples to test the constructs of organizational culture and
their effect on knowledge sharing moderated by gender. The study showed the influence
of Saudi culture on the practices of knowledge sharing between genders; however, it was
not the focus of it. Ethnographic studies should be designed to understand the influence
of the tribal Saudi culture on organizational culture and its effect on knowledge sharing
practices between genders. The study's findings shed light on the role of age and
international experiences in shaping experiences related to knowledge sharing and
interactions between genders. It is necessary to explore the potential influence of age on
individuals' experiences of knowledge sharing with the opposite gender within Saudi
government organizations, as well as to investigate whether previous international
experiences contribute to variations in knowledge sharing practices across genders in
these organizations.

It was also evident that there is a difference in how employees across various
government organizations perceive the changes in organizational settings and the
integration of genders in the workspace. Further exploration of the disparities between
organizations established after the announcement of Vision 2030 that were designed at
their inception as gender integrated organizations and those existing prior to it that were
changed from gender segregated to nongender segregated is essential. Understanding
these differences is crucial for examining their impact on knowledge sharing between
genders within these organizations.

As the study delved into gender relations and their impact on knowledge sharing

practices, the findings also indicate a compelling need to comprehend the emerging
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organizational kinship that connects employees across different genders. Al-Mutawah's
(2008) framework on Arab-Islamic gender relations could potentially offer insights into
understanding the dynamics of this relationship. The study also found signs of subtle
resistance to gender integrated settings and fear of women existence in the workspace,
especially by the male participants. Ybema and Horver's (2017) frontstage-backstage
resistance model could serve as a framework for examining the compliance resistance of
both genders in gender integrated Saudi government organizations to organizational
change. Grounded theory studies should be designed to investigate the dynamics of
change and resistance within Saudi government organizations, aiming to develop theories
that contribute to the understanding and testing of similar studies in comparable contexts.
Recommendations for Practice

The findings of the study highlight the vital importance of effective management
in improving knowledge sharing experiences between genders within gender integrated
government organizations. Management development initiatives should emphasize the
pivotal role of managers in cultivating a culture of knowledge sharing within Saudi
government organizations. Customized programs should guide managers in
comprehending the intricacies of knowledge sharing between genders. Additionally,
future initiatives in management development should incorporate programs dedicated to
fostering and encouraging knowledge sharing, especially across genders. These programs
should openly address the nuanced issue of gender relations in Saudi culture and its
impact on knowledge sharing in shared workspaces—an aspect that has been notably
overlooked. The findings also revealed challenges that women managers encounter in

establishing connections with their employees and feeling confident in their knowledge.
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Developing targeted management programs for women is crucial to strengthen their
managerial skills and facilitate improved knowledge sharing practices between them and
their employees.

As HRD professionals play a crucial role in fostering developmental and learning
environments for employees in their organizations, it is imperative to equip them with the
necessary training and knowledge to comprehend the challenges presented by gender
interactions within the unique context of Saudi culture. This awareness is crucial for
shaping organizational culture. Armed with this understanding, HRD professionals can
design tailored programs for both genders, strategies, and policies for Saudi government
organizations, enhancing the learning experiences of employees while addressing cultural
barriers. They also need to develop programs to support and train managers, taking into
consideration the various challenges faced by managers of both genders in the Saudi
context and addressing their issues as necessary. There is a pressing need to concentrate
on nurturing diversity and fostering inclusion within Saudi government entities. This
requires a nuanced approach due to the norm of gender segregated spaces prevalent in
Saudi society, rooted in Islamic teachings and traditions. To achieve this, HRD
professionals should design initiatives that are mindful of these societal norms to
effectively promote a more inclusive environment. HRD professionals play a crucial role
in advocating for the importance of communities of practice. Therefore, there is a need to
develop initiatives specifically tailored to facilitate knowledge sharing among employees
from different sectors who share the same profession. This is especially important for
female employees who are new to certain professions, where targeted efforts can enhance

their integration and professional development.
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The study's findings hold valuable insights for leaders and human resource
development (HRD) professionals in contexts akin to Saudi Arabia, such as GCC (Gulf
Cooperation Council) countries. Furthermore, the study offers significant benefits to
countries engaged in joint ventures with gender integrated organizations in Saudi Arabia
and GCC nations.

This study holds particular implications for regulations related to gender
interaction and misconduct that may occur in organizations. Specifically, it compels the
initiation of new regulations addressing misconduct issues between genders in
organizations, tailored specifically to the Saudi culture. Given the novelty of the settings
in Saudi government organizations and their unique nature, it becomes essential to
implement special codes of conduct for these organizations. Drawing from the
experiences of local organizations such as Aramco, which have had gender integrated
workspaces from their inception, may assist in the development and implementation of
these regulations. Conducting training sessions in partnership with organizations like
Aramco for HRD professionals and leaders in government organizations would facilitate
their need for these regulations and their impact on organizational culture. In order to
ensure the implementation of the Vision 2030 as related to gender integrated workplaces
to allow the increased creativity and innovation of Saudi organizations and empowerment
of women in the workplace, it is crucial for policy makers to disseminate and enforce
policies (e.g., sexual harassment policies) that guarantee the wellbeing of both women

and men in the gender integrated workplaces.
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Appendix A: Invitation to Participate

Greetings,

| am Lama Khaled Binmasoud, and | am conducting a dissertation research study
in order to fulfill the requirements of the Doctor of Education degree at George
Washington University. The purpose of my study is to understand the experiences of
knowledge sharing of male and female Saudi employees in Saudi government
organizations where male and female employees share the same workspace. The study
will be significant to decision makers seeking to promote knowledge sharing in their
organizations. It will also help leaders and human resource development professionals in
creating environments that support knowledge sharing.
To achieve the purpose of the study, | am interested in interviewing women and men who
the meet the following criteria:

e Saudi nationals.

e Employed at a government organization where men and women share the

same workspace
e Speak English fluently.

e Worked at least for one year in the same organization.

The interviews will last 60-90 minutes and will be conducted virtually using audio
video software. All personal information will be safeguarded, and confidentiality will be
ensured.

If you are interested in participating, please contact me via my contact
information below. If you are aware of individuals who meet the criteria and who might

be interested in participating in the study, please forward my personal contact information
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to them.
Personal WhatsApp: +966503952329

Personal e-mail: lbinmasoud@qgwu.edu

Thank you for your time and consideration!

Lama Khaled Binmasoud
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form

THE GEORGE WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY
WASHINGTON, DC

Consent Statement for Exempt Research

Title of Study: The Influence of Gender Relations in Saudi Culture on Knowledge
Sharing in Gender Integrated Government Organizations
IRB #: NCR22467
Principal Investigator Name: Dr. Maria Cseh
Version Date: March 16, 2023

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Lama Binmasoud,
doctoral candidate, under the direction of Dr. Maria Cseh of the Department of Human
and Organizational Learning at George Washington University (GWU). The purpose of
this study is to understand the experiences of knowledge sharing of male and female
Saudi employees in Saudi government organizations where male and female employees
share the same workspace. If you choose to take part in this study, you will be asked to
participate in an interview which seeks to understand how you perceive the influence of
gender relations in the Saudi culture on your knowledge sharing, how your organizational
practices influence your knowledge sharing, and what factors facilitate or hinders
knowledge sharing from your perspective. The total amount of time you will spend in

connection with this study is approximately 60 to 90 minutes on online software of your
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choice that allows for visual and audio connection. During the interview, you may refuse
to answer any of the questions, and you may withdraw of the study at any time.

Although you will not receive financial compensation for your participation in the
study, there will be benefits to not only science, but also to Saudi government
organizations as a result of this study. For example, the results of this study will add
value to the body of literature of organizational learning, knowledge management, and
gender relations by adding the exploration of knowledge sharing between genders in
government organizations in the context of Saudi Arabia. In addition, this exploration has
implications for promoting knowledge sharing in Saudi organizations by understanding
the factors that influence or hinders knowledge sharing from the employees’ perspective,
and the organizational practices that improves knowledge sharing. Further, the
significance of this study lies in its potential to help Saudi leaders and human resources
development professionals to create environments that support interaction between
genders and knowledge sharing.

Although the risks of participating in the study are minimal, possible risks could
include potential loss of confidentiality due to data breach or potential stress you may
incur due to the nature of the questions discussed. Every effort will be made to keep your
information confidential. It is recommended that you complete the interview in a private
space to enhance your privacy and confidentiality. All data collected will be saved with
pseudonyms in a password-protected file within a password-protected computer. All
findings will be presented in aggregate form, and any direct quotations that will be used
will be selected in such a way that no recognition of the participants, or their affiliation

can be identified. All identifying data, as well as any interview recordings, any
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handwritten notes | may take during the interview, will be destroyed at the conclusion of
the study. If results of this research study are reported in journals or at scientific
meetings, the people who participated in this study and any of their affiliations will not be
named or identified.

Further information regarding this study may be obtained by contacting Lama
Binmasoud at Ibinmasoud@gwmail.gwu.edu, or by contacting Dr. Maria Cseh at (202)
994-8649. The Office of Human Research of George Washington University, at (202)

994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a research participant.

To ensure confidentiality, your signature is not required unless you prefer to sign.
Your willingness to participate in this research study is implied, if you proceed. Please

keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again.
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Appendix C: Interview Guide

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. Before we start the
interview, | would like to remind you of the purpose of my study which is to understand
the experiences of knowledge sharing of male and female Saudi employees in Saudi
government organizations where male and female employees share the same workspace.

Everything that is going to be discussed in this interview is confidential and as we
discussed it before, all data will be protected and will be used only in aggregate form in
the presentation of the research study. This interview is about your experiences and
ideas, so there is no right or wrong. You are not required to answer any questions you do
not want to answer, and you may withdraw from the study at any time. Before we start
the interview, do you have any questions about the study and the interview process?
[ADDRESS ANY QUESTIONS AND PROCEED TO NEXT PARAGRAPH].

With your permission, | would like to record the audio part of this interview. This
will help me to pay attention to our discussion instead of taking notes, and all recordings
will be destroyed after | analyze the data. Do | have your permission to record the
interview? [RECORD THE PARTICIPANT’S ANSWER].

e Please describe to me in your everyday life how and where you interact with the
people from the opposite gender? [Probe: What was the socializing message you
received when you were younger about interacting with the opposite genders who
are non-familial?]

e Please tell me since how long have you been working in this organization that has
a common working place for men and women? [Probe: Did you work before in

an organization such as this, or is this your first time?]
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Please tell me, how did you decide to work in an organization that had men and
women working in same space? [How do you feel about working in this setting?]
Please describe your experience of knowledge sharing with the opposing gender
in your organization. [Probe: How comfortable are you in sharing opinions or
ideas with your colleagues? Why do you feel that way?]

Please share with me a situation where you had a positive experience in sharing
what you know with female (or male depending on the interviewees gender)
colleagues? [Probe: Why do you think it is a positive experience? What are the
organizational practices that facilitated this positive exchange?]

Please share with me a situation where you had a negative experience in sharing
what you know with female (or male depending on the interviewees gender)
colleagues? [Probe: Why do you think it is a negative experience? What are the
organizational practices that were barriers to this exchange?]

What would you change in your workplace to improve the knowledge sharing
experiences between men and women?

Is there anything else you would like to share with me related to your interaction

and sharing knowledge with your colleagues and the characteristics of your
organization that facilitates or not that knowledge sharing? [PAUSE FOR
ANSWERY]. Thank you for participating in this interview. If | have any follow up
question, would it be possible to contact you for clarification? [PAUSE FOR

ANSWERY]. Thank you again and goodbye.
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Appendix D: Mapping Interview Questions to the Theoretical Framework

Theoretical Framework

Research Questions

Interview questions

Rational

Social Exchange

Social exchange take place
between individuals

There is a need to trust
others that they will respond
and give back what they
seek in this exchange, and
the more risk involved in
the exchange the more trust
is needed.

The perceiver in the social
exchange process evaluates
what is received, negative
or positive, and based on the
evaluation the exchange
process will be continued or
terminated.

Preference to the source of
the units exchanged is
affected by the interpersonal
relation with the supplier.
conditions that affect the
process of the social

exchange:

o The development
stage of the
relationship and its
nature.

o The nature of the
benefits that induce
the transaction and the
risk of providing
them.

o The context of the
exchange.

How do male and
female employees
working in the same
space in Saudi
government
organizations
perceive the factors
that hinder or
facilitate their
knowledge sharing?

Please describe your
experience of
knowledge sharing
with the opposing
gender in your
organization.

Please share with
me a situation where
you had a positive
experience in
sharing what you
know with a female
(or male depending
on the interviewees
gender) colleagues?

Please share with
me a situation where
you had a negative
experience in
sharing what you
know with female
(or male depending
on the interviewees
gender) colleagues?

What would you
change in your
workplace to
improve the
knowledge sharing
experiences between
men and women?

To understand the
participant’s how the
participant share their
knowledge with their
colleagues from the
opposite gender and
how they feel about
this exchange of
knowledge

To understand what
might facilitate
knowledge sharing
between genders and
what are the
organizational
characteristics that
supports this
exchange

To understand what
might hinders
knowledge sharing
between genders and
what are the
organizational
characteristics that
inhibits this exchange

To identify what
organizations may
provide from the
participant’s
perspective to
improve knowledge
sharing between their
employees

Gender Relations in Saudi
Culture

Neopatriarchal system
exercised mainly within the
family

In GCC countries tribal
hierarchical traditions are

How do male and
female employees
working in the same
space in Saudi
government
organizations
perceive the
influence of gender
relations in the Saudi

Please describe to
me in your everyday
life how and where
you interact with the
people from the
opposite gender?

To understand if the
participant is open to
interaction with other
genders outside the
workplace and how
that might affect the
way they interact
with them at work
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maintained, and male
domination is key

The society is divided to a
public and private sphere,
men participate and control
the public, and women are
limited to the private

culture on their
knowledge sharing?

How do male and
female employees
working in the same
space in Saudi
government
organizations
perceive the
influence of their
organizational
practices on their
knowledge sharing?

Please tell me since
how long have you
been working in this
organization that has
a common working
place for men and
women?

Please tell me, how
did you decide to
work in an
organization that
had male and female
working in same
space?

To understand the
participant’s
experience of
working in this
setting and if they
had worked before in
the same setting

To understand what
influenced their
decision to work in
this non-traditional
setting, and how they
feel about it

163




	Acknowledgments
	Abstract of Dissertation
	List of Figures
	List of Tables
	Chapter 1: Introduction
	Problem Statement
	Purpose Statement and Research Questions
	Study Significance
	Theoretical Framework
	Social Exchange Theory
	Gender Relations in Saudi Arabia

	Summary of the Methodology
	Limitations and Delimitations of the Study
	Definition of Terms
	Arab League
	Gender Relations
	Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
	Knowledge Sharing
	Middle East
	Niqab
	Social Exchange Theory (SET)


	Chapter 2: Literature Review
	Literature Review Methodology
	Gender Segregation in Saudi Culture
	Historical Aspects of Gender Segregation
	Characteristics of the Saudi Culture Related to Gender Segregation
	Some of the characteristics of the Saudi culture which have been presented in the literature can explain the gender segregation practices in the Saudi culture. Fundamentalist claimed that these characteristics were derived from the teachings of the Q...
	Family Honor. In Arabian culture, the concepts of family and tribe hold significant importance, which individuals highly value and actively defend. It is the responsibility of each member to safeguard the family's honor, as a loss of honor can permane...
	Female-male Division. Saudi society sanctify the female-male dichotomy. This rule of gender segregation was applied in Saudi Arabia on all aspects of private and public life. Men and women are separated in schools, universities, banks, government orga...
	Historically, women in Saudi Arabia worked in the fields, and Bedouin women would help their families in camel and lamb breeding. The custom of keeping women in their private homes started with the oil boom, and it was a sign of wealth and luxury (Le ...
	Veiling. Women’s attire in Saudi Arabia have been a symbol of Saudi women, and a heated topic of discussion locally and globally. Saudi women are expected when they are in the presence of a non-mahram (male family member) to wear an abaya (a cloak wor...
	In Saudi Arabia, this dress code is not practiced when women are in the presence of other women or maharim (plural of mahram). This led women to create their own sphere in society where they can act freely without social and spatial restrictions. Le R...
	Public-Private Division. The Saudi society is divided into public and private spheres. Men are concerned with the public division, and women are concerned with the private one (Al -Lily, 2011). Nevertheless, societal norms dictate that men assume the ...



	Interaction between Genders in Saudi Arabia and Arab Countries
	Gender Interaction in Higher Education Institutions
	Gender Interaction in Saudi and Arab Workplaces
	Gender Interaction Facilitated by Technology in Arab Countries

	Gender and Knowledge Sharing in Organizations
	Gender and Knowledge Sharing in Saudi and Arab Higher Education Institutions
	Gender and Knowledge Sharing in non-Arab Workplaces


	Summary
	Chapter 3: Methodology
	Ontology and Epistemology
	Basic Qualitative Study Methodology
	Participant Selection
	Data Collection Method and Processes
	Data Analysis
	Trustworthiness
	Ethical Consideration
	Subjectivity Statement

	Chapter 4: Findings
	Gender Relations in Saudi Arabia and Knowledge Sharing at Work
	Upbringing and Knowledge Sharing at Work
	Experiences with Gender Segregated Workspaces and Knowledge Sharing at Work
	Traditional Attire and Knowledge Sharing at Work

	Facilitators of Knowledge Sharing at Work
	Learning and Employee Development
	Organizational Kinship

	Culture as a Barrier for Knowledge Sharing
	Misjudged and Misunderstood
	Change Takes Time

	Organization’s Practices and Knowledge Sharing
	Summary

	Chapter 5: Discussion and Recommendations
	Discussion of Findings and Conclusion
	The Paradox of Kinship and Knowledge Sharing
	Women as Main Initiators of Knowledge Sharing
	The Role of Context in Knowledge Sharing
	Culture Shift and Knowledge Sharing

	Recommendations for Future Research
	Recommendations for Practice

	References
	Appendix A: Invitation to Participate
	Appendix B: Informed Consent Form
	Appendix C: Interview Guide
	Appendix D: Mapping Interview Questions to the Theoretical Framework

