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tatistics about the labor force in the Ar
ab World show a near absence of women 
at managerial levels in both the public and 
private sectors. What are some of the gen
der issues that may have contributed to 
this situation, despite the unquestionable 
improvement of Arab women's educational 
level and their increasing participation in 
the labor force during the past two dec
ades? 

As reported in the 
Western Asia Platform for 
Action for the Fourth 
World Conference on 
Women, Arab women's 
enrollment in schools has 
dramatically increased as 
a result of the oil boom of 
the 1970s and the com
mitment of a consid
erable number of Arab 
countries to advancing 
the welfare of all their 
citizens. However, pro
nounced gender differ
ences still exist in many 
of these countries. For 
those countries which 
achieved equal rates of 
education, such as Leb
anon, women still tend to 
enroll in stereotyped 
women's courses which 
limit their abilities to 
fully integrate into all 
sectors of the labor mar
ket. 

Social , economic and 
political changes , such as 
migration, wars and con
flict, have led to an in
crease of the female work 
force. Increased educa-

tion levels, government 
policies for recruitment in 
the public sector, and 
equal opportunity have 
created favorable grounds 
for women's integration in 
the public work force . 
However, even though 
advancement in educa
tion and equal employ
ment opportunities for 
men and women are be
ing proclaimed by most of 
the Arab countries today, 
one can see (as the Leb
anese example shows) 
that more women are ap
pOinted in the public sec
tor at the supervisory lev
el (third level, 114 women 
out of a total of 1414), 
while only a small num
ber of them can make it 
to the managerial and/or 
executive levels (second 
level, 16 women out of a 
total of 242, and a per
centage of only 3.3% for 
the first level). 

I recently came across 
a study carried out in 
1973 about American 
women executives ("The 

Managerial Woman," by 
Margaret Henning and 
Anne Jardin). It pOinted 
to several critical gender 
issues in management 
style and career approach 
which impede the ad
vancement of women on 
the organizational ladder. 
It will be instructive to 
review some socially
ingrained behaviors of 
women which can lead to 
a lack of the self
confidence and assertive
ness which are essential 
assets for any managerial 
role . These behaviors are 
similar to the behavioral 
trends seen today among 
Arab women; we need to 
acknowledge them in or
der to develop effective 
tools which will enable 
Arab women to take ad
vantage of and gain ac
cess to the equal op
portunities formally of
fered to men and women 
in the public sector. 

The following will focus 
on attitudes and be
haviors of men and wom
en of a comparable level 
of education who could 
be eligible for a man
agerial position. A brief 
gender-desegregated 
analysis of girls' and 
boys' behavior at an early 
age reveals the root of the 
issue. We will look at 
three elements: career 
approach, teamwork and 
risk-taking, which are 
among the determinant 
factors to women's ascen
sion of any organiza
tional ladder. 
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Career 

Early on, a boy is made 
to understand that he will 
need to support himself 
and eventually a family, 
too. This has great impact 
on the professional life 
and career he will be 
choosing. Men decide 
early on a career plan by 
which they will undertake 
a series of jobs leading 
them upward to ever 
higher positions. They 
consistently maintain a 
vision of where they want 
to be and accordingly, 
they build a strategy to 
reach their goals within 
their professional en
vironment, employing al
liances, negotiations and 
strategic use of informal 
networks. Their pro-
fessional success is 
carefully designed and 
situated within a specific 
social and professional 
context. 

At a young age, a little 
girl is made to under
stand that she is expected 
to find somebody to sup
port her. The necessity of 
a successful professional 
life is not perceived as a 
life goal. Many young 
women take up a job 
without the certainty that 
they will still be working 
after marriage. Priority is 
given, from the beginning, 
to her personal life before 
her professional life. The 
decision to pursue a ca
reer is usually a late de
cision in women's pro
fessional life, often re
sulting from external fac
tors, most commonly, an 
unexpected change in 
marital status as a con
sequence of death or di
vorce, less commonly as a 
result of encouragement 
from a superior or rel
ative. Also, when engaged 
in a career path, women 
see their career advance
ment as tied to individual 
self-improvement and ex
ceptional performance, 

and thus they expect 
immediate personal 
growth and satisfaction. 

Teamwork 
Through games and 

sports, boys learn at an 
early age to win and lose 
as a team; they learn that 
they need to be eleven to 
make a football game 
whether they like each 
other or not. A team is a 
place to learn, to build 
strength, to manage re
sources and reach an 
objective together. The 
same pattern of team
work they learned during 
their youth is often re
constituted in their work 
environment. Men bring 
those skills to their jobs 
in management and ex
ercise their ability to use 
the strengths and weak
nesses of the group to 
minimize conflicts, 
maximize performance, 
and thus reach the or
ganization's goals. 

Girls are typically dis
couraged from participa
tion in team sports. 
Girls' sports and games 
ask for personal skills, 
perfection of performance 
and endurance. For those 
women who have a 
chance to practice a 
sport, it is usually swim
ming, dance or gym
nastics. Unlike boys, girls 
learn to compete on a 
one-to-one, rather than 
on a team, basis. They of
ten practice and exercise 
to achieve a personal lev
el of perfection; they usu
ally do not play to win. 
Women at work usually 
strive for excellence 
through individual excep
tional performance and 
time investment. They 
would rather do a job on 
their own to maintain a 
high quality level than 
risk leaving it to a less 
capable subordinate. 

This difference of be
havior pOints to the crit
ical step between the 

managerial and the su
pervisory levels that 
women often fail to take. 
In management jobs, 
plans and goals need to 
be defined with a broad 
vision and understanding 
of the organization, 
groups' interaction and 
human resources. The 
managerial tasks es-
sentially involve co-
ordination and super
vision of different func
tional areas in order to 
ensure that the organiza
tion objectives are being 
met. 

In a supervisory job, 
one has to apply specific 
technical knowledge and 
experience to the solution 
of primary routine tasks. 
Career paths leading ul
timately to the most sen
ior levels of management 
critically depend on the 
important ability to move 
from a speCialized super
visory role to the broader 
role of a manager. 

Risk-taking 
The majority of men see 

risk as loss or gain, win
ning or losing. The ma
jority of women see risk 
only in a negative way: it 
is loss, danger, ruin. Men 
see risk as affecting the 
future. Women see it as a 
threat to everything they 
have achieved in the past. 
What can we learn from 
these remarks? Beyond 
obtaining a formal educa
tional background and 
acquiring the technical 
skills one can learn at 
school or on a job, the 
majority of women have 
not yet developed a whole 
set of informal values and 
behaviors which underlie 
the managerial functions 
of any organization. We 
should not, of course, 
overlook the fact that ex
isting public and private 
organizations are pri
marily man-made and 
thus reflect male culture. 
It is therefore easier for a 



man to walk in to a posi
tion with his cultural/ 
behavioral orientations 
affirmed and pursue his 
career goals than for a 
woman to make her way 
up while she does not 
necessarily know all the 
rules of the game. 

These observations 
should not lead us to the 
conclusion that women 
need only to learn to be
have like men to succeed, 
nor that we should strive 
to change the culture of 
existing organizations. 
Fighting those two battles 
would not lead us very 
far. First, there is no rea
son for women to adopt a 
male culture. Second, 
how can one individual 
change an entire or
ganizational culture? 
Creating a solid female 
majority at all levels of 
the organization might 
help, but such a de
velopment would not au
tomatically lead to a 
dramatic change in or-

ganizational culture. Per
haps we should think 
about the steps women 
need to take in order to 
move successfully in a 
new territory. The au
thors of the afore
mentioned book offered a 
wonderful metaphor: 
what must one do to pre
pare for an extended stay 
in a foreign country? One 
would certainly try to 
learn the language, the 
social values, what is 
considered polite and 
what is considered of
fensive, and how one can 
gain friends; one would 
want to find out about 
the important organiza
tions, their functions and 
how can one travel 
through a new and un
familiar country. 

If we follow the same 
line of thought. perhaps 
we need to explore more 
carefully the existing or
ganizational culture and 
managerial behavior in 
Arab countries from a 
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gender perspective. We 
need to conduct intensive 
research on successful 
Arab women managers: 
How did they do it? How 
did they cope with the 
male-dominated organiza
tional environment? Do 
successful women have 
anything in common, e.g., 
educational background, 
personality type, socio
economic status, etc.? 

The findings of this 
proposed research could 
serve as a basis for 
training modules to de
velop and strengthen 
women's leadership skills 
and assertiveness at dif
ferent levels of the work 
arena in order to empow
er women and enable 
them to travel more 
Swiftly on a career path 
toward clearer goals, and 
to assist them in de
veloping a strategy to 
reach higher managerial 
or executive positions in 
their organizations. 

Dr. Leila Nimeh, Dean oj the Beirut Campus oj the Lebanese American University, chairs 
a panel during the conjerence on Arab Women and Management. With Dean Nimeh on 
the panel are (from lejt to right) NaJwa Malak Ghazali, Nidal Ashqar, Hamida 
Muhammad Ali, and May Menassah. 
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