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Introduction  

 Women in Oman are achieving various leadership 
positions in government and business. 

 However, the numbers of women in leadership 
positions are still markedly low compared to those of 
men. 

 How are certain women achieving those positions, 
and how can others join their ranks? 

 Is tribal affiliation a factor? 



Significance of the Study  

 Tribal affiliation seems to be a factor that influences 
advancement opportunities for both genders into the 
highest echelons of public and private organizations as 
previous research suggests. 

 If men and women are both appointed to top leadership 
positions based at least in part on their tribal affiliations 
then one’s tribal affiliation may be more salient than one’s 
gender regarding opportunities for success. 



Methodology  

 Who? 

– 12 different women from Northern Oman regarding their 

opinions about what factors affect women’s opportunities for 

success 

– College aged women from Sultan Qaboos University 

located in al-Khoud, Oman working to complete Bachelor’s 

and doctoral degrees 

– Mostly Zanzibari or Arab in background 

– Fluent English speakers  

 



Methodology 

 Why them? 

– To analyze their perspectives about what will affect their 

opportunities for advancement when entering the job market 

or political fields 

 When? 

– Interviews conducted in November 2007 

 



What are tribes?  
“It’s very complicated.”  
-P11, Interview with the author, 26 November 2007 

 Social networks that include the nuclear family, 
extended family, and, less often, friends, but are 
understood to be extremely large in scope 

– P11 - Explicit tribal definition explaining strata associated 
with the tribal structure 

– P6 – Discussion on the vastness  of tribes in terms of 
geography 

– P5 - Extended family – cousins, uncles 

– P8 - Relatives 

 
 

 



Wasta Defined 
“For… Omanis, yes they would choose according to family, but that’s the way 
it is here, the tradition.”   
- P5, interview with the author, 19 November 2007. 

 Advantages resulting from personal relationships  

 Achieved wasta 
– Wasta based not on blood relation but on friendship, 

business, fame, gender 

– These relationships are not automatic but take time to 
develop 

 Ascribed Wasta 
– Certified at birth  

 One may be born into a family and is  

able to and obligated to utilize its  

advantages and suffer its disadvantages 

 
 



Wasta and Tribal Affiliation  

 Tribal Wasta 

– Most significant form of wasta because of the 

familial obligations implicit in its membership 

100%. Tribes are absolutely a factor. It relates to 

the culture. For example, even for an election in 

the College, if a friend or cousin is running, you will 

vote. With a family connection, you’re scared to 

break it down.  

   - P7, interview with the author,  

     20 November 2007 



Wasta in the Public Sector 

 Specifically, a connection exists between wasta and women’s 
opportunities for success or election to Majlis al-Shura 

 How would the women vote if two candidates, one male, one 
female, were equally matched in every way except for their 
tribal affiliation? 

– Question evolved out of a later interview so only 7 respondents 

– 5/7 – gender not the deciding factor 
  

 They would stick with the tribe… [Even men]… I think… would 
vote the same. It’s this way for everyone. Even though I didn’t 
vote, if I did, I would vote for my tribe. 

– P7, interview with the author, 20 November 2007.  



Wasta in the Private Sector 
“You’ve heard of Lugaina. You can say she got her job because of the family business.”   
- P12, interview with the author, 26 November 2007. 

 2/3 of the participants found a positive correlation between 
wasta and women’s opportunities 

 

 Aisha Khalfan is the… head of a group of women who produce 
handicrafts. She leads a group of women workers and is 
responsible for the group… She was known among the people 
because of her father and the relationships he helped her make 
and the reciprocal nature of the relationships that she made which 
helped make more relationships with her father too. 

 P2, interview with the author, 18 November 2007. 



Women’s Opportunities 

 Factors affecting these steps in the “right direction” 
for women 

– Government support 

– Social support 

– Wasta (the equality implicit in the inequality) 

 Sometimes wasta is an obstacle for women and men at the 
same level. If there’s a daughter or son from a family with lots 
of money or if your father is friends with the Ministry, it’s easier 
for them than me who has to search [for a job]. 

– P9, interview with the author, 21 November 2007. 



Conclusions 

 Women do not have to be men to reach the highest leadership 
positions in business and in government. They can exploit their 
wasta as well as men can. 

– This means that women are more equal to men than 
previously believed 
 The right families will get jobs appropriate to their tribal 

affiliation 

– However, this is contingent upon other factors that may 
qualify a person such as her/his education and charisma 

 Wasta is not the alpha and the omega, but is another factor 
affecting women’s opportunities for success, and it is more 
important than their gender. 


