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Abstract: 
0  this research examined Western women in the United arab emirates (Uae) and whether 

they perceived there to have been gender and cultural stereotyping towards them, and if they 
exemplified a new breed of cosmopolitan expatriates or the more traditional experience of 
living within expatriate bubbles.

0  the study was based on semi-structured interviews with 27 expatriate females from australia, 
New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United states working in the Uae.

0 the female expatriates studied did not perceive gender and cultural stereotyping at work, but 
identified stereotyping as occurring in the non-work context; some of which resulted from the 
women engaging in auto-stereotyping. additionally, the women neither lived within ghettoes 
in the UAE but nor could they be viewed as truly cosmopolitan; suggesting that expatriates’ 
working and living experiences need to be understood as operating on a continuum.
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292 K. Hutchings et al.

Introduction

historically, expatriate managers were assigned to work in other countries usually 
towards the end of their career, having previously had no or little international expe-
rience and many were posted from the company headquarters, which was often also in 
their own country of origin. Over the past decade the typical expatriate has more likely 
been early in his/her career, with a strong disposition towards learning about other cul-
tures and also maybe having had prior international experience from personal or profes-
sional travel. Moreover, there is an increasing propensity for international employees to 
constitute not just the traditional assigned expatriates but also self-initiated expatriates 
(SIEs) who voluntarily choose to relocate to another country/ies for fixed or indefinite 
periods. Coupled with the changing profile of expatriates is the propensity for boundar-
yless careers, whereby professionals seek opportunities beyond a single organisation, 
a characteristic more often associated with sies (stahl et al. 2002; Tung 1998). it has 
been suggested that there is a new generation of expatriates with a cosmopolitan identity, 
which is characterised by nomadic mobility and often reflects having lived and been 
educated internationally as children, being multilingual, or having travelled and worked 
internationally as adults; and thus, reflecting an affinity for other cultures (Howe-Walsh 
and schyns 2010).

While the overall expatriate population is increasing globally, however, women remain 
underrepresented. they comprise only 18 % of international expatriate managers (BGRs 
2011). This is despite the fact that women’s participation rates may be higher in female-
friendly sectors such as non-profit and charitable organisations (30 %) and media and 
publishing (25 %) (shortland 2009); and that, at least as many female as male profession-
als self-initiate expatriation (tharenou 2009). Research has explored various reasons for 
women’s under-representation, such as encountering organisational policies which limit 
women’s opportunities, women’s own motivation to undertake international assignments, 
or women suffering from lack of acceptance in host environments (for a discussion, see 
altman and shortland 2008). Research has suggested that women do have a disposition 
towards international assignments, but that they continue to be affected by selection bias 
towards men for international assignments. this may be associated with perceptions of 
women’s ability to manage in countries which have a bias against women in management 
and do not have sufficient support mechanisms (see Altman and Shortland 2008). the 
view on whether women are stereotyped (or are perceived to be) in foreign countries is 
mixed. in seminal research on Western women managers in asia, adler (1987) suggested 
that Western women are often viewed as foreigners first and women second and are not 
judged by the same expectations as local women. Yet, we question whether the opposite 
might be expected in some regions of the world, such as the arab Middle east, where 
relations between men and women, the role of women in society, and women’s workforce 
participation are markedly different from the West (Metcalfe 2011) or asia. Our research 
examines whether Western women perceive there to be gender and cultural stereotyping 
towards them in the Uae, and what implications these have for whether they have inte-
grated with locals as cosmopolitan expatriates or live within expatriate ghettos. Specifi-
cally, our central research question explores whether and how Western female expatriates 
in the Uae perceive gender and cultural stereotyping.
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293Neither Ghettoed Nor Cosmopolitan

Our findings are based on 27 semi-structured interviews conducted between October 
2009 and February 2010 with Western women from australia, New Zealand (NZ), the 
United Kingdom (UK) and the United states (Us) working in the Uae. the research 
extends extant literature in that we explore whether Western women in the Uae experi-
ence stereotyping at work or in the non-work realm. Our research revisits the idea of 
whether Western women do experience challenges as expatriates which are presented 
by the host country environment. Further, we consider the implications of any perceived 
stereotyping for women’s interaction with locals and develop an understanding of how 
they live and work, and how they may be characterised as expatriates, and suggest that 
expatriates’ living and working experiences need to be understood on a continuum from 
ghettoed to cosmopolitan.

the paper begins with a review of the contextual background of the Uae and then 
moves into a discussion of the theoretical underpinnings of the research including recent 
research on expatriation, female expatriates, and stereotypes/stereotyping. this is fol-
lowed by a review of the research methods and presentation of the results in relation to 
four key themes and distinctions along demographic lines. the discussion then com-
pares and contrasts the current research with extant literature. Finally, the conclusions are 
presented with respect to major theoretical contributions, management implications, and 
limitations and issues for future research.

Contextual Background

Islam is the official religion across most countries in the Arab Middle East and emphasi-
ses the importance of family honour and obligations. Fundamental to understanding the 
role of women in the Middle East is the Islamic Gender Order and the Qur’anic view of 
men and women as ‘equal but different’ with women viewed as wives and mothers first 
(Metcalfe 2008). Balancing women’s traditional roles with careers is an ongoing issue 
across the region. Many Middle eastern governments have invested heavily in educating 
their female population and there has also been growth in women’s work in private bus-
inesses, professional women’s associations, and in the non-government sector (Hutchings 
et al. 2010; Metcalfe 2006). Yet, these developments in Arab women’s opportunities in 
the public sphere and their visibility in organisations do need to be considered in contrast 
to the issue highlighted by Metcalfe (2011) that work and education segregation of the 
genders is commonplace through the arabian Gulf states. Metcalfe (2011) refers to work 
being ‘gendered’ in that men and women are viewed as having different societal roles and 
responsibilities which presents as having different work opportunities. Metcalfe (2011) 
suggests that gendered work relations result from such factors as a code of modesty to 
protect women and a man’s role to support and protect his wife and family, which can 
also result in limited travel mobility for women and restricting women from engaging in 
many professional roles which may have mixed gender environments (for a discussion of 
gender limitations in the labour market, see al-hassan Golley et al. 2011). the dynamic 
of gender segregation may have implications for Western women working in the arab 
Middle east in that they might be limited in the interactions they have with male collea-
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294 K. Hutchings et al.

gues or clients. in contrast, it might be expected that Western women would engage more 
with local women since that would be culturally acceptable.

Within the political, economic and social diversity of the Middle east, the Uae is 
substantively more integrated into the international economy than many of its neighbours 
due to their significant investments in financial services, tourism and promoting them-
selves as a “bridge between the east and West” (Uae interact 2010). This is reflected in 
its population and status as a prominent destination for expatriates. In 2010 the UAE’s 
population was approximately five million with less than 20 % being Emiratis. About 
25 % of the population come from other arab states and iran and almost 50 % are from 
south asia, primarily Pakistan, india, sri lanka, and Bangladesh, although many of these 
are temporary residents. the remaining 5 % are comprised of people from the remainder 
of the world, including Western expatriates (cia 2010). such diversity in the population 
suggests that the culture of the Uae has experienced strong external pressures to evolve 
in a short period of time given major population increases since the late 1980s. Yet, 
despite such ethnic diversity, the Uae shares much in common with other arab states in 
respect to the role of women, for example, despite a relatively large female work partici-
pation rate (59 %), emirati women are not well-represented in all areas of the workforce 
as most are employed by the government (al Munajjed 2010). that said, emirati women 
have been granted are able to drive and travel overseas without seeking the permission of 
a husband or guardian. Additionally, he UAE was the first Arab state to appoint a female 
Minister of the economy and many emirati women from prominent families hold senior 
positions in large arab private corporations and family-owned businesses.

Theoretical Background

a New Generation of expatriates

an extensive stream of literature since the early 1980s has explored the expatriation pro-
cess and highlighted the challenges faced by expatriate employees who work and manage 
across national borders. importantly, in more recent times, a contrast has been drawn 
within the expatriation literature between assigned expatriates and sies. company-assig-
ned expatriates have been defined as individuals deployed by organisations to complete 
a time-based task or achieve an organisational goal in a country of the company’s choice 
(tharenou 2009). While historically they were likely to involve the assignment of an 
expatriate from the company’s headquarters or the individual’s country-of-origin (which 
were sometimes one and the same), they are now just as likely to involve the relocation 
of an individual who has already had more than one international assignment and who is 
being relocated from a subsidiary operation or a third country, rather than their country-
of-origin. The SIE (first described by Inkson et al. (1997) as self-initiated foreign work 
experiences) characterises people who decide to relocate to a foreign country without 
having been assigned by a company and who may stay for a fixed or indefinite period. 
More recent literature has explored the extent to which expatriates–be they assigned or 
self-initiated–integrate with the local community. Specifically it has questioned whether 
this new generation of expatriates, who are likely to be much better educated and more 
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295Neither Ghettoed Nor Cosmopolitan

mobile than their predecessors, have a better level of engagement with local colleagues 
at work and socially. earley and ang (2003) referred to the importance of cultural intel-
ligence of people who work cross-culturally, which they defined as being about an indi-
vidual’s cognitive, behavioural and motivational capability for adapting to unfamiliar 
cultural settings. Recent research refers to some expatriates as having a cosmopolitan 
identity of openness to other cultures and a preference for cultural adaptability (siljanen 
and lambsa 2009; Thompson and Tambyah 1999). levy et al. (2007) have defined cos-
mopolitanism as representing a state of mind….manifested as an orientation toward the 
outside……and openness, a willingness to explore and learn from alternative systems of 
meaning held by others. this new breed of cosmopolitan expatriates are said to be much 
more likely to have prior international experience, lived in other countries as children, 
to speak more than one language, to have studied and/or experienced foreign cultures, 
or be the children of mixed race marriages; all of which it is suggested results in greater 
cross-cultural affinity and openness to different and new experiences (Howe-Walsh and 
schyns 2010). it has been further suggested that expatriates focused on career capital 
development (see suutari and Mäkelä 2007) may be likely to indicate greater openness 
to new experiences at an earlier point in their careers than expatriates of earlier genera-
tions who were likely to have only one international posting, often at the end of a career 
or, in some cases, when they have reached a plateau in their career at home (Black and 
Gregersen 1992).

Many expatriates of earlier generations lived in isolated upper-class communities 
[sometimes called ‘expat ghettos’] in which there was little or no contact with locals (see 
sims and schraeder 2005), a situation which selmer (2005) says inhibits acculturation. 
In some cases, these ‘ghettos’ reflected real physical isolation in that expatriates were 
required to live in compound-style accommodation, and in others because the expatriate 
themselves chose to live around other expatriates separate from areas in which locals 
resided. Moreover, Brewster and Pickard (1994) found that larger expatriate communities 
lead to lower levels of interaction with host nationals but might also provide high lev-
els of support amongst expatriates (see also Johnson et al. 2003). Further, Brewster and 
Pickard (1994) suggest that individuals assigned for longer periods would be more likely 
to have a greater desire or requirement to adjust to a foreign environment. similarly, it 
might be argued that sies may have a greater desire to integrate with the local community 
given their choice to relocate to a particular cultural context. Within expatriate research 
there has developed a body of literature which particularly explores female expatriates 
although only recently has such research begun to explore women’s expatriation with 
particular reference to new forms of international work.

Female Expatriates

literature has suggested that women remain under-represented amongst expatriate 
managers and has sought to explain barriers to women’s international career opportuni-
ties. Shortland’s (2009) research suggests that amongst the theoretical explanations for 
women’s continuing low representation as expatriates, 19 issues can be identified and 
categorised under four themes: Subjective women’s choice (rationale choice, women’s 
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preferences, family power, compensating differentials, gender); assignee characteris-
tics (human capital, career paths, identity, social capital); social/societal norms (cultu-
ral theory, adjustment, evolutionary psychology, breadwinner models, patriarchy); and 
institutional aspects (dual labour market/labour segmentation, queuing theory, statisti-
cal discrimination, sex roles, institutional theory). summarising 30 years of research on 
women in international management altman and shortland (2008) identify three key the-
mes: (1) the motivations of individual women to undertake international assignments, 
(2) organisational policies which may limit women’s opportunities for international assi-
gnments, and (3) the perceived impact of the host country environment on women’s sui-
tability for international assignments.

caligiuri and cascio (1998) identified four clusters of factors affecting the perform-
ance of Western women on global assignments: their individual characteristics, their 
organizations, their families, and the host nationals with whom they work. Research into 
the impact of the host country environment sought to examine whether the authority of 
women in managerial roles on expatriate assignments would be respected or not in some 
foreign operations–particularly those in which local women rarely have managerial roles. 
the research also examined whether foreign women would be stereotyped based on them 
behaving differently from local women (e.g., dress, manner). While lansing and Boon-
man (2011) acknowledge that an international business may find disadvantage if it does 
not adapt its strategy to different cultural customs and laws, they also suggest that host 
country legal and cultural practices can result in negative impacts on women in manage-
ment positions. Adler’s (1994) research found that women did not actually experience 
prejudice from local people when undertaking management roles in foreign operations 
but rather that their own corporate managers perceived that the women would not be 
respected as managers in overseas operations. indeed, in research on Western female 
managers in asia, adler (1987) found that Western women would be treated as foreign 
first and female second. This implies that locals did not expect Western women to behave 
the same as their own local women. Napier and taylor (1995) used the term ‘suitcase 
internationalists’ to refer to expatriates who worked on shorter assignments, often for a 
specific project, but also found that there were no significant differences between men 
and women expatriates in their adjustment to working and living in Japan. in research 
on sie women in the Uae, stalker and Mavin (2011) suggested that expatriate women 
could occupy roles not occupied by emirati women but that they would nevertheless be 
exposed to discriminatory values and practices for women and that they would be more 
vulnerable than company-assigned expatriate women in that they could not draw on their 
organisational position. tung (2004) found that women were able to perform well in 
international assignments and interestingly were less likely than men to live in separate 
compounds/districts; although she did suggest that this may result from women viewing 
integration in the host country organisation as the only way to survive in an environment 
in which there are few women in management positions. earlier research has shown that 
female expatriates of similar ethnicity to host country nationals will actually suffer more 
unfavourable treatment and potential discrimination than in situations where there is con-
trasting ethnicity (shortland 2009).

Research has consistently highlighted that there is some reticence by organisations to 
select and support women for international assignments. Adler’s early research (1984a, 
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297Neither Ghettoed Nor Cosmopolitan

b) suggested that much of the perceived disadvantage for women in international employ-
ment resulted from a non-supportive corporate attitude towards female expatriates and 
more recent research has highlighted bias in selection processes (Menzies 2009). Women 
not being as readily selected from the global talent pool results in what has been referred 
to as an ‘expatriate glass ceiling’ operating in global organisations similar to the ‘glass 
ceiling’ already operating in many organisations (see Insch et al. 2008). an additional 
issue which is highlighted is the value of informal networks for expatriate women for 
support and advice (shortland 2011).

In respect to women’s own perceived motivation in taking international assignments 
tharenou (2008) has pointed to research suggesting that where women decline offers of 
international work, it tends to reflect issues related to work/life balance and commitments 
to raising children and broader family responsibilities, as well as because men are less 
inclined to relocate for their partner’s career than are women. Fischlmayr and Kollinger 
(2010) as well as Mäkelä et al. (2011) suggested that organisations need to pay attention 
to practices and policies which assist female expatriates to balance work and family lives 
during an assignment. shortland (2009) has also asked the question of whether women 
are discouraged from entering the expatriate world due to the ‘masculine image’ of some 
industries, the long work hours associated with expatriate roles, and the stress of fre-
quent travel. hutchings et al. (2012) explored whether women would be more prepared 
to undertake newer forms of international work, such as frequent flyer and short term 
assignments in preference to long-term assignments, and found that increased flexibility 
allows women to pursue global development opportunities differently throughout their 
lifetime careers but that this will be contingent on cultural and social factors.

importantly, tharenou (2009) highlighted research suggesting that while company-
initiated international assignments have traditionally favoured men, just as many women 
as men self-initiate expatriation. it could be suggested that these women may not be 
represented in the figures about numbers of expatriates by gender given that many studies 
have focused on assigned expatriates and sies have only recently been explored in the 
literature; meaning that women’s overall involvement in international work may not be as 
low as has been previously reported. Importantly, understanding women’s experiences as 
expatriates, be they company-assigned or self-initiated necessitates an investigation into 
the literature on stereotypes and stereotyping given that working and living in a cross-
cultural context has long been associated with the possibility of stereotyping.

stereotypes and stereotyping

stereotyping as a concept was originally developed with respect to ethnic groups (Mor 
Barak 2005) with Brigham (1971, cited in Mor Barak 2005, p. 136) saying it represents 
‘a generalisation made about an ethnic group, concerning a trait attribution which is con-
sidered unjustified by an observer’, although more recent research refers to both negative 
and positive stereotyping. in this research we discuss both national stereotyping as well 
as gender stereotyping; the former which may be defined as generalisations about attri-
butes and behaviour of people from specific national origins and the latter which may 
be defined as generalisations about attributes, behaviour and roles of men and women. 
Stereotypes have been said to be an efficient mechanism that assists with generalising in 
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order to help one deal with the unfamilar stimuli he/she faces (stening et al. 1983). it has 
been suggested that humans stereotype because they are “truth seekers and sense makers” 
(Macrae and Bodenhausen 2001, p. 242) in order to know what to expect, and to recog-
nise when things differ from what is expected. Importantly, stereotyping simplifies and 
structures the way people perceive others (allport 1954; Bodenhausen and Macrae 1998). 
Further, it has been argued that using stereotypes reduces mental effort as relying on cate-
gorical knowledge structures is mentally easier than forming individual impressions of 
every person one meets (Fiske and Neuberg 1990). Because people deal with a complex 
world, but have limited information-processing abilities, categorical thinking helps them 
simplify and streamline what they face (allport 1954). stereotypes are an important ele-
ment of one’s cognitive economy in the sense that they operate as “resource-preserving 
devices or tools” (Macrae et al. 1997, p. 484). stereotyping is therefore particularly useful 
when people face high levels of mental demands (Macrae and Bodenhausen 2000).

International expatriate assignments involve, per definition, a cross-cultural element. 
culture has long been linked to stereotypes and stereotyping. in intercultural situations, 
stereotyping people by their country of origin is very common, as nationality is a dis-
tinctive factor in these situations (stening et al. 1983). Futhermore, managers working 
overseas often face a high level of pressure, a situation that likely results in both self-ster-
eotyping and stereotyping others as well as perceiving they are subject to stereotyping. 
Mor Barak (2005, p. 137) refers to hofstede as making a distinction between two kinds of 
stereotyping–heterostereotypes which are perceptions about members of the other group 
and autostereotypes which are perceptions about one’s own group or as Hofstede (1997) 
suggested–how we think about ourselves. We use the term self-stereotyping (in place of 
auto-stereotyping) and follow the definition that it relates to perceiving oneself as a mem-
ber of a group and consequently behaving in line with this social identity and further that 
self-categorisation leads to stereotypical self-perceptions (see Biernat et al. 1996). When 
on international assignments, expatriates face a heavy cognitive load which, in itself, is 
likely to result in stereotypical thinking.

We emphasise that social stereotypes are not generally thought to be based on the 
realities of social groups; instead, it is argued that they are used to justify attitudes and 
behavior towards the target of the stereotype (Wittenbrink et al. 1998). this has been said 
to occur so that people can justify social difference and make outgroups seem inferior to 
the ingroup (Wilder 1981). Further, it has been suggested that there is also a tendency to 
de-individuate and de-personalise the outgroup; conceiving of members as a group rather 
than individuals (Wilder 1981), and viewing outgroups as being homogenous in compari-
son to ingroups (Judd and Park 1988). this implies that stereotyping and individuation 
are opposite processes. While stereotyping emphasises perceiving and responding to peo-
ple largely in terms of their social category membership and functional interchangeability 
with other members of one’s category, individuation considers the unique constellation of 
attributes that a particular individual possesses and takes seriously the case-specific traits 
that set them apart from other members of their category. additionally, categorisation 
(associated with stereotype activation) has been said to be an automatic process while 
stereotype application is believed to be a controllable process and these two sequential 
processes need to be clearly distinguished (Blair and Banaji 1996).
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stereotypes of outgroups are often negative in nature. this may be because derogating 
outgroups helps people to affirm their identities and improve their self-esteem (Fein and 
spencer 1997) and self-image (turner 1975). Furthermore, it has been argued that human 
beings tend to see what they want to see, and they seek to confirm their preconceptions 
and to ignore contradictory evidence (Jenner 1982). consequently, despite the fact that 
classifying people with the use of stereotypes can be useful for helping people to cope and 
to make sense of the world around them, stereotyping (and especially stereotype applica-
tion) can also lead to problems if the stereotype is inaccurate.

Methods

Our research involved interviews with 27 Western expatriate women working in the 
Uae. interviews were selected for this study because they are appropriate in situations 
where the study is exploratory and where there is a small population of possible respon-
dents (Daniels and cannice 2004). We opted for semi-structured interviews because they 
provide sufficient structure to explore similar issues with all interviewees, but also the 
flexibility to allow the interviewees to speak about their own experiences without cons-
traint. We regarded such a narrative approach as particularly useful for this study because 
it allowed for “detailed stories to help understand the problem” (creswell 2007, p. 241). 
telephone interviews were selected because they are less time consuming and expensive, 
and avoid a key problem of the face-to-face interview in that the interviewer may inad-
vertently influence the interviewee’s responses through nonverbal cues (see Tashakkori 
and teddlie 1998).

We identified the potential interviewees through purposive and snowball sampling, 
namely, through use of databases in embassies, chambers of commerce, and expatriate 
associations of the four targeted countries australia, NZ, the UK and the Us in the Uae, 
and also through personal and professional networks in the four countries as well as the 
UAE, such as contacting a businesswomen’s association which asked their own members 
to participate and provided contact with other relevant groups. in total 27 women agreed 
to be interviewed. they all worked in two emirates–abu Dhabi and Dubai–and some 
also had experience working in sharjah. the interviews were conducted in english in the 
period between October 2009 and February 2010.

the four home bases were selected because they are all represented within the anglo-
saxon cluster (see Ronen and shenkar 1985; House et al. 2004) and given the differences 
relative to the Middle east region, we expected stereotyping might be prevalent. the 
focus of our analysis is not on differences in women’s perceptions based on their coun-
try of origin but rather in their overall perceptions of any stereotyping within the Uae. 
although our aim was to have approximately equal numbers of interviewees from each 
country, 38 % of them were of australian nationality, 23 % NZ and 19 % from the UK and 
the US respectively. In this study we define “Western” women as those who have citizen-
ship in, and identification with, a Western industrialised economy, specifically the Anglo-
Saxon countries included within our study. We acknowledge there is significant diversity 
within these countries and that they do not represent a homogenous group, e.g., all four 
Western countries in the study have had very high levels of migration since the 1950s and 
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therefore are extremely multi-cultural. in our sample one woman had Pakistani heritage, 
one czech, one colombian, and one south african and one was born in the Netherlands. 
Although these women have connections to non-Western countries (as defined by our 
study) they have lived much of their lives in Western, industrialised countries. some of 
the women interviewed mentioned their ethnic background as part of their responses–
however, we did not specifically question them on this aspect of their heritage as it was 
beyond the immediate scope of our study. two-thirds of the interviewees were aged under 
40, less than a third were single, while more than 50 % were married/partnered; including 
some who were married to men of nationality that differed from their own.

six of the women were employed in executive or senior management roles, 16 were 
employed in middle management/professional roles, three were in professional roles, 
and two were in administrative positions. the women worked in the following indus-
tries: advertising/Marketing/Public Relations/event Management, Banking/Finance/
insurance, education, engineering/construction, Government/Diplomacy, healthcare, 
legal, Management consulting, Non-government organisations, Real estate/Property, 
Recruitment, and telecommunications. almost a quarter of the interviewees worked in 
education; this is consistent with much of the growth in the UAE being built around 
a governmental commitment to advancing educational opportunities and increasing the 
literacy of the population. though there were groupings of women working in particular 
industries there were only two cases where women worked in the same organisation. this 
implies that although there is potential for an industry effect there is virtually no work-
place effect that can be identified. For further biodata on the interviewees, see Table 1.

the interview protocol was left deliberately broad to allow the women to focus on 
issues which they regarded as important in relation to their expatriate experiences in the 
UAE. We did not specially ask them to determine whether they had been ‘successful’ 
in living and working in the Uae in respect to whether they felt they were culturally 
adjusted or what they believe they had achieved for themselves of their organisations–
rather the focus was on asking them to highlight what they regarded as being impor-
tant about their expatriate experiences. all interviews were conducted by one member of 
the research team and each interview took between 45–60 min. interviews were audio-
recorded and transcribed verbatim. two other members of the research team carefully 
studied all transcripts and independently manually coded the data taking a reduction and 
interpretation approach based on first-level coding start-lists. Each researcher organised 
the interview data into clusters of themes (For details please refer to table 2). We then 
compared the coding results. One of the researchers extracted six and the other seven core 
themes. Though both researchers identified the theme of ‘interaction with the expatriate 
community’ we considered this theme to be beyond the scope and focus of the paper. We 
discussed the remaining minor differences and agreed on a final list of four themes which 
we analyse in the next section. these themes are:
0  prior knowledge of/experience with and disposition towards other cultures;
0  stereotyping at work;
0  socially acceptable and unacceptable behaviour in the UAE; and
0  non-work/social interaction with locals.
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301Neither Ghettoed Nor Cosmopolitan

Table 1: Biodata of interviewees
No %a

Nationality australian 11 40
New Zealander 6 22
United Kingdom 5 19
United states 5 19

age Under 30 7 26
31–40 12 44
41–50 3 11
51–60 5 19

Marital status Partner 2 7
separated/Divorced 3 11
Never Married 7 26
Married 15 56

children None 16 59
1 4 14
2 2 7
3 5 19

education high school 2 7
Diploma/Certificate 2 7
Bachelor 13 48
Master 9 34
Doctorate 1 4

Years of expatriate 
experience

less than 1 2 7
1–5 years 12 44
6–10 years 8 30
11–15 years 3 11
16 or above 2 7

Length of first assignment 
in the Uae

less than 1 month 3 11
Between 2 and 12 months 4 14
Between 1 and 3 years 10 36
Between 3 and 5 years 6 22
Over 5 years 4 14

industry legal 2 7
Real estate 2 7
advertising, Marketing, PR, event 2 7
Mgmt 2 7
Banking, Finance, insurance 3 11
Government, Diplomacy 6 22
education 10 36
Other (incl., healthcare, engineering, legal, 
NGOs, recruitment, telecommunications)

athe percentage column does not always add exactly to 100 % as percentages have been rounded
up or down to nearest whole number
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Findings

Prior Knowledge of, experience with, and Disposition towards Other cultures

though most interviewees said that they had limited prior knowledge of the Uae and 
little understanding of the society, most of them demonstrated attitudes suggesting an 
openness to other cultures. Despite the fact that there are more male than female Western 
expatriates in the Uae and a larger percentage of the females are those who are trailing 
spouses rather than those who were posted to the Uae for their own careers, our intervie-
wees are not representative of this general trend.

the majority of the interviewees came to work in the Uae from 2005 onwards although 
one had worked and lived in the Uae since 1977 and another had worked in the Uae 
on and off from the mid-1980s. Many of the interviewees did, however, mention having 
travelled internationally throughout much of their lives: a few as children of parents 
who worked internationally, but many as young adults keen to explore the world. 62 % 
of interviewees said they had multiple years of international experience and in multiple 
countries. 56 % had more than six years experience as an expatriate (only 12 % having 
had less than one year experience) and over a third having spent more than three years in 
the Uae. the majority expressed an interest in other cultures and many thought that most 

Table 2: coding of interview data
independent coding agreed key themes
Researcher 1 Researcher 2
Knowledge of, and 
experience in, different 
cultures

Affinity to foreign/other 
cultures

Prior knowledge/experience and 
disposition towards other cultures

stereotyping at work Dealing with stereotypes; 
adjustment; cross-cultural 
training

Gender-based stereotyping at work

Women as special and 
different

Gender-related issues in 
expatriation

Notions of socially ac-
ceptable behaviour

Desirable/non-desirable 
behaviour in Uae, both at 
work and in social settings

socially acceptable and unacceptable 
behaviour in the Uae

Non-work/social interac-
tion with locals

social interaction with host 
country nationals

Non-work interaction with locals

Networking with other 
expatriates at work and 
socially

expatriate community and 
its importance

N.B. discussion of interactions with 
other expatriates beyond the scope of 
this paper with its focus on percep-
tions of stereotyping/discrimination

Differences within the 
emirates and between 
Uae and other Middle 
eastern countries

Uae in relation to other 
Middle east Muslim 
countries

Differences within Uae and between 
Uae and other Middle eastern 
countries
N.B. discussion of other countries 
in the region regarded as beyond the 
scope of this paper
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303Neither Ghettoed Nor Cosmopolitan

people who come to work in the UAE have a great affinity for other cultures. Some also 
had formal qualifications that reflected this interest, with one holding a Bachelors degree 
in Languages and another having a Masters in International Communication; in total, 
85 % had a university education.

this information–provided by the interviewees throughout the course of their inter-
views–concurs with the points raised in earlier literature about factors which are likely 
to lead to a higher level of integration in foreign cultures and a cosmopolitan approach, 
namely, prior experience, formal education about a foreign culture, length of service in 
a range of foreign locations, and having travelled in formative years. in contrast to their 
statements regarding interest in foreign cultures, however, learning arabic, arguably an 
important indication of the true level of integration and “immersion” in a new culture, 
was not a priority for our interviewees. even though a small number of interviewees said 
that they speak some arabic, the majority suggested it is not a necessity and that they did 
not believe that not speaking the local language resulted in them being negatively stere-
otyped. While some said it would be desirable to understand some arabic, hindi or Urdu–
if only to assist them in carrying out tasks outside of work and showing an interest in the 
local culture–the majority made no such assertion, suggesting that they viewed little need 
to attempt to immerse themselves fully in the local culture in order to avoid stereotyping.

stereotyping at Work?

there was some division in responses regarding the issue of whether our interviewees 
believed that within the workplace they were expected to behave in a particular manner 
because of their gender. some suggested that there are often expectations about how 
women should behave while the majority argued that there was no different expectation 
of them as females in the workplace. Others still highlighted that they faced challenges as 
being ‘outsiders’ which was related more to nationality than gender. In the words of one 
interviewee: “The time to build the trust and the relationships in the beginning was a little 
bit difficult being an outsider but I don’t think that would have been any different being a 
man or a woman” ( 16 US). Importantly, a NZ respondent identified the great diversity of 
views across the Uae in stating that:

You get different degrees. some people will never take women seriously from a 
professional perspective. It doesn’t really matter how you dress or how you speak, 
you will always just be viewed as a woman. and then you get others who look down 
on you because you’re female and it’s only after a year of working together that they 
start to take their female colleagues seriously. and then there are others who are 
just so open minded: ‘The fact that you’re over here and learning about our culture, 
we’re going to be as open and as welcoming as possible because you’re a guest in 
my country’ (14 NZ).

several interviewees did perceive that the manner in which they worked needed to differ 
from their home countries and in particular the camaraderie which they would expect to 
have with their male colleagues would not have been well regarded in the Uae. Many 
of them explained that they had very few emirati colleagues and actually worked in 
very multicultural workplaces comprising people with experience of working all over the 
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304 K. Hutchings et al.

world. this suggested that expectations regarding work behaviour in their organisation 
may not be typical of all organisations in the Uae and most likely not the government 
sector which generally employs local people. One interviewee said: “I’m used to Austra-
lia, where the work environment is different: Everybody has a bit of banter, a laugh and 
a joke. In my office here there are Indians, Filipinos, South Africans, and it’s a different 
working environment, there’s no banter” (11 UK), although another claimed that she did 
work with a number of emirati men who are “always happy to chat and share a joke” 
(15 UK). it should be noted that in order to ensure cultural and religious sensitivity most 
women were conscious that even in a multi-cultural work environment it was perceived 
as not acceptable to have the same familiarity between men and women nor make jokes 
or comments with innuendo which might be tolerated in some Western countries.

Other interviewees who had some contact with emiratis or other arabs at work said 
that they were treated differently in that, as women, they were in the minority in their 
organisations and could not work in the same way as did the men, with one woman 
remarking:

shaking hands with a lady was not the done thing for an arab man. some did, some 
didn’t but I had to be aware that I shouldn’t offer my hand and only take a hand if 
it were offered to me. as a woman, in meetings i was unable to argue as strongly 
as i might have done in a Western culture it would have disrupted the professional 
relationship between the individuals if i had tried to put my foot down. You could 
achieve the same ends but you had to use different methods (15 UK).

this opinion was reinforced by the response of another interviewee:

In my company in particular there aren’t many women in higher positions. I found 
that when i worked in australia. i worked for a construction company, and i worked 
with a project manager and they would treat my opinions seriously, but I I’ve found 
it different here because there are not that many women in high up positions (11 
UK).

While the expectation might be that nationality and gender of Western women would 
become merged in the minds of local people in that it would be expected that Western 
women would behave differently from emirati women, the interviewees maintained that 
the enquiries into their personal circumstances actually suggested that they were expected 
to behave the same as local women as far as the traditional roles of ‘mother’ and ‘wife’ 
were concerned. One respondent said that “people might still ask you ‘why didn’t you 
have any babies yet?’. Not out of disrespect, just out of genuine curiosity” (1 australia), 
an experience that was further highlighted by another participant having said that:

I get the impression from what I’ve read that Muslims are more traditional regard-
ing women’s roles with an expectation that they will be at home with the children 
and not working. that is changing but it is very much engrained, particularly in 
the older generation. so dealing with women in the workplace is not necessar-
ily their number one preference… whereas if you were in the UK or in NZ you 
could respond, like for example, “it’s none of your business whether I’m married or 
whether i have children or whether my husband is here” (14 NZ).
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305Neither Ghettoed Nor Cosmopolitan

While such questions might also be asked in the anglo Western world, the importance pla-
ced on developing relationships and building trust prior to engaging in business activity 
in the arab Middle east (see Weir and hutchings 2005), may mean that such questions 
might take on greater import than in the Western world. even amongst highly educated 
and successful emirati women there is an expectation that regardless of education or 
experience, women’s most important societal roles are as wives and mothers (Metcalfe 
2008). One australian interviewee remarked:

My direct supervisor is an extremely influential Emirati woman. She is very focused 
on empowerment of women so she believes in my capabilities. saying that though, 
she is an arab woman, so the fact that i am unmarried, means that i get less respect 
than if I was married with children, and she finds it hard to understand my lifestyle 
choices to have a career as opposed to a family (2 australia).

in line with the experiences noted above, a sub-theme within the literature about arab 
Middle eastern women is that of women being viewed as special and different which 
reinforces the Qur’anic view that men and women are ‘equal but different’. Some inter-
viewees saw advantages for them in that they were also viewed as special and accordingly 
some said that foreigners’ stereotypes of Arab women were often false. One interviewee 
(10 UK), who had lived in the Uae since 1977, suggested that some emirati practices in 
regards to women were more progressive than in the West, for instance, that their women 
had been able to own and inherit their own property for centuries before it became com-
mon practice in the Western world. Other interviewees remarked that emirati men were 
courteous and very respectful towards women. indeed, one interviewee even suggested 
that contrary to her expectation that she should be treated differently as a woman, she was 
actually afforded a lot of respect because of the qualifications she held, which are highly 
valued in the arab culture, both for males and females:

I was accorded a lot of respect. I’m a highly educated Western woman which I think 
is generally respected… [here]. You certainly have a certain status and stature, peo-
ple look up to you: i was called Dr a lot more than i would have been in the Us for 
someone with an academic degree. as a woman i think, in general i felt respected, 
much more respected than i do in the Us as a woman (9 Us).

Our research contradicts Adler’s (1987) findings of women being a foreigner first in sug-
gesting that foreign women are generally judged by the same standards as local women. 
the interviews suggested that, like local women, they are well regarded for their educa-
tion–indeed within the Arab gulf region women’s rapid integration within higher edu-
cation means that they are a majority within higher education institutions (al-hassan 
Golley et al. 2011), as well as their work experience and professionalism but they also 
believed that they were expected to work within the confines of what is acceptable beha-
viour for local women–which crosses over from the social realm into the work domain. 
Specifically, Western women were still expected to fulfil traditional roles as wives and 
mothers in addition to having careers. the perception of limited stereotyping the Western 
women claim to experience at work may be a reflection of the fact that they actually had 
very limited engagement with local people. the perceived expectations of behaviour in 
the, albeit, very multi-ethnic workplaces, could be argued to result from an auto-stereo-
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typing in which they expected they were required to behave in a certain way because of 
perceptions that it would not be acceptable if they behaved as they would in their home 
countries.

socially acceptable and Unacceptable Behaviour in the Uae

Whilst the responses to the issue of stereotyping in the workplace were mixed and ref-
lect to a large extent that a majority of the women predominantly worked with other 
expatriates, when they ventured into the non-work environment, the women consistently 
suggested that they needed to be more conscious of their behaviour and whether it fitted 
within acceptable norms of arab and Muslim culture. Particular issues for the women 
were how they dressed, male-female relationships and perceptions of women from cer-
tain nationalities.

the issue of dress was raised by many interviewees and indeed can be regarded as 
perhaps the most evident factor in differentiating Western and emirati women. interest-
ingly though, the responses varied greatly, from women who suggested the need to be 
well covered to those who thought it possible to wear almost exactly the same attire as 
they would in their home countries. these contrasting views were well highlighted by the 
response of one female expatriate from the Us:

Dress for women? You’d see a wide variety of dress, everyone’s always paranoid, 
particularly women when they come in for the first time: That they’ll have to totally 
cover their entire bodies. Yes, you need to be respectful and understand some of the 
cultural laws. On the other hand there are many, many people who dress just as they 
would be as a Westerner. For me it was also just an issue of respecting the dominant 
cultural laws. Given the type of work I did professionally, I didn’t dress exactly the 
same way i would dress in the Us (9 Us).

however, in respect to dress code outside of the workplace most interviewees noted that 
if they did not dress in a socially acceptable manner they would have been stereotyped–by 
locals or other conservative expatriate groups–as being of loose morals. One interviewee 
said that “60 % of the population here are from India, and the Indian men tend to stare 
quite a lot and that was quite difficult to adapt to” (5 NZ) while another interviewee sha-
red the following example:

There’s an area called Mina, which is the port area, and out there they have a few pet 
shops. So we went to the pet shop with my fiancé. I was the only woman there, and 
the rest of the people were the people who worked at the pet shop. they all were just 
staring at me, all of them, like all at the same time, and not hiding it at all. that was 
the first time it happened to me and I started crying. But now, I don’t even notice it 
anymore. It’s just a part of everyday life (1 Australia).

another interviewee also commented on the problem of starring because she was not 
dressed in as covered a fashion as the local Muslim women but also highlighted that the 
discomfort was not caused by emirati men but rather by men from the indian sub-conti-
nent or other parts of the arab world. as she explained:
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When I first walked in the streets of Abu Dhabi, I was aware I needed to be covered. 
But I didn’t cover my head and I would walk past labourers. They would be Mus-
lims from Yemen or Pakistan and you’d hear them spitting or hissing at you because 
you should have your hair covered up. They would think you’re a harlot because 
you don’t have your hair covered… You just ignore them and keep going about your 
business (12 australia).

additionally, the interviewees raised the issues of alcohol consumption and eating or 
drinking during Ramadhan but stressed that these issues would affect non-Muslim women 
and men alike. alcohol is forbidden ( haram) in islam so non-Muslims are not allowed to 
bring alcohol to work. Unlike neighbouring countries, such as saudi arabia, where alco-
hol is not permitted in the country at all, the Uae allows foreigners to purchase alcohol 
so long as it is consumed at hotels or in private residences and not in front of Muslims. 
One interviewee remarked that this impacted on the work environment in that “at home 
you’d have a drink socially after work” (12 australia). another interviewee noted the 
challenges of adjusting to the modified lifestyle during Ramadhan:

having to remember to take some food that you can eat in private somewhere… 
for a whole month is a long period of time… everything opening up so much later, 
eating out later, even getting food later, shopping later, staying up till midnight, to 
get things done (9 Us).

associated with dress and appearance was the view that women may be stereotyped based 
on their nationality or ethnicity and that some Western women, particularly those who 
were scantily clad, may be regarded as prostitutes. it was suggested by one interviewee 
that all women of Russian origin would be assumed to be prostitutes. as she remarked:

The locals assume that if you’re Russian you’re a prostitute. We had a physiothera-
pist who had worked with Russians: she was an english physio and when she told 
local people that she spoke Russian they then exclaimed, “Why would you?!” (4 
australia).

another cultural difference is that it is not well regarded to live outside of marriage in a de 
facto relationship or engage in public displays of affection. as one interviewee advised:

You are either married or separated because it is not permissible to live together 
if you’re unmarried. Expatriates do still live together outside of marriage but you 
always have to be aware that if you’re caught, you can be put in prison and your life 
can change at the flip of a coin (13 Australia).

interestingly, being divorced did not appear to be a cause for categorisation as a British 
expatriate who had lived in the Uae for over 30 years said:

Everyone assumes women take second place. In some respects it’s true, but in oth-
ers it’s easier to live here. I was ultimately divorced and I’ve raised a child and I’ve 
lived on my own as a single parent with my daughter (10 UK).

It might be suggested that this woman’s lengthy time spent living in the UAE means 
that she had encountered a broader range of behaviours and attitudes amongst the people 
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living in the nation as well as attitudes towards expatriates. Moreover, given that she lived 
in the Uae at a time when emirati nationals and other arabs comprised a much larger 
percentage of the population than they have over the last decade it could also be sugge-
sted that she is likely to have had more interaction with locals. this may explain why her 
views contrast with other interviewees who have had less engagement with locals and 
whose views may be based more on perceptions, than reality, of what is acceptable beha-
viour. this was perhaps the most interesting aspect of the research in that it highlighted 
not just distinctions in how the women believed they needed to behave in work and non-
work contexts but it was also the area in which there was most differentiation amongst the 
women’s views. This suggests that it may not be possible to accurately categorise what is 
and is not acceptable behaviour without reference to local people’s views–and even then 
given the low percentage of emiratis in the population, the views may not be distinctly 
Emirati or Arab but rather reflect a range of perceptions of stereotyping.

Non-work interaction with locals

a consistent theme to arise throughout the interviews was that the interviewees had very 
limited contact with local emiratis at, or outside of, work. in contrast, interaction with the 
expatriate community had been very high, particularly through expatriate networks inclu-
ding Women in Abu Dhabi, International Businesswomen’s Group, Australia NZ Asso-
ciation, and aussies abroad, which are predominantly composed of Westerners. Research 
by harrison and Michailova (2012) suggests that Westerners in the Uae have a strong 
support network amongst other expatriates. Yet Johnson et al. (2003) have cautioned that 
where there are large expatriate populations, expatriates do not typically socialise with 
locals. in the case of the Uae, this seems to be reinforced by a couple of factors. Firstly, 
only 20 % of the Uae population is composed of emiratis. One NZ woman remarked 
that “very few of the people you encounter in everyday life here are UAE nationals and 
by far the majority of people you deal with are from cultures throughout the world” (27 
NZ) while an australian woman observed: “I think a lot of people can come to Dubai 
and spend a lot of time here without ever meeting a local person” (4 australia). Only 
three of the 27 expatriates interviewed mentioned having an emirati female friend, and 
though one woman is married to a syrian man, she also has little contact with local arabs. 
secondly, it was note regarded as socially acceptable, and therefore uncommon outside 
expatriate circles, for men and women to socialise together in this culture. as one inter-
viewee explained:

One of the things I found difficult was getting access to Emiratis themselves on a 
more personal basis. this is particularly true of men. it was extremely rare for me to 
interact or even talk to many Emirati men, which, I found frustrating and difficult. 
Not that I feel like I have to interact with men but they’re just a normal part of soci-
ety and culture… coming from an american culture where everyone interacts so 
much all the time in so many different ways in public, so many different settings… 
it’s a very different experience (9 US).

if Western women were to socialise with emiratis, it would be expected that they would 
do so predominantly with emirati women. however, socialising with emirati women is 
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complicated by the low likelihood that the average Western female professional would 
actually meet any, at work or otherwise, since the industries and positions that Western 
women occupy did not appear to be those predominantly sought after by local women, 
e.g., many arab women in the workforce either work for the government or in private 
arab corporations (hutchings et al. 2010).

it should be noted that although our interviewees were not required to live in com-
pounds as has occurred in other Middle eastern countries, their limited engagement with 
locals may mean their views of stereotyping reflect their own perceptions rather than the 
views of locals.

Distinctions in Views Based on Demographics

Our findings do not indicate any significant variation in the views of this cohort of women 
based on their marital status, or whether or not they have children. the exception was a 
single woman over the age of 30 who mentioned being questioned about why she was 
not married, although she argued that she did not view this as stereotyping about how 
she should behave but rather just a culturally-specific curiosity. We found it difficult to 
separate out varying views of women based on the industry in which they were employed 
given that the 27 women worked across 12 industries with the only significant numbers 
being 11 % in government/diplomacy and 22 % in education. as might be expected, the 
female expatriates working in the education industry made more reference to the Uae 
society highly valuing education and formal qualifications and this group of women had 
a slightly higher tendency to suggest lack of stereotyping and differences at work which 
they attributed to the status they were afforded within their profession which extended 
beyond gender lines.

Where we could identify some variations in the women’s beliefs about gender stere-
otyping was in respect to length of experience in the Uae and prior work experience in 
other countries. Those with less than five years experience (and particularly those with 
only one–two years of experience) in the Uae were more likely than those with long ten-
ure in the Uae to suggest the need to observe dress codes and social behaviours outside 
of work. they also suggested that they were very open to respecting the local culture and 
indicated that in a short time period some of these stereotypes about arabs and islam of 
which they had been aware were questioned. Those with more than five years experience 
seemed less likely to want to conform to dress and more likely to discuss stereotyping 
with the exception of two women who had lived in other Middle eastern countries and 
said the Uae had less evidence of stereotyping against foreign women. the female expa-
triates with high tenure in the Uae were, however, slightly more likely to only social-
ise with other expatriates. Women with no prior international experience tended to say 
they wanted to learn arab business culture with the exception of two women who had 
lived in the Uae for over twenty years who also emphasised the importance of cultural 
knowledge and immersion. With the exception of two female expatriates who had worked 
in other Middle eastern countries, those with prior experience (particularly those with 
10–15 years experience as long-term expatriates) were more likely to talk about expecta-
tions of behaviour at work and in the non-work realm and generally had not socialised 
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with anyone other than expatriates and instead preferred to frequent expatriate meeting 
places.

Discussion

the Western female expatriates in our sample did not believe that they suffered any sig-
nificant gender or cultural stereotyping in the workplace, which we suggest may be due 
to the fact that their workplaces are generally comprised of a range of nationalities (but 
with very few emiratis), resulting in the women having limited interaction with emiratis 
at work. Where one interviewee said that she did sometimes feel like an outsider, she sug-
gested that this was generally along national lines rather than gender and said that being 
highly educated is valued by emiratis regardless of gender. so, there is some limited 
support for the view that stereotyping may occur on the basis of country-of-origin and 
the distinctiveness of nationality (see stening et al. 1983). What is difficult to ascertain 
from this woman’s perceptions is whether she was actually seen to be different because of 
her nationality or whether she was engaging in auto-stereotyping in that she saw herself 
as behaving in manner consistent with her in-group and social identity (see Biernat et al. 
1996). the expatriate women believed they may be afforded less respect if not married 
with children, highlighting the value still placed on the traditional role of women in arab 
society as wives and mothers (see Metcalfe 2006) and suggesting that there may be some 
evidence that it was easier for the women to be categorised rather than regarded as indi-
viduals (see Fiske and Neuberg 1990).

though Western female expatriates may not believe they faced stereotyping in the 
workplace in regard to actual work or leadership roles, expectations exist in terms of 
cultural norms of what is regarded as appropriate behaviour and actions for women in 
respect to their non-work lives and interactions between men and women. Just as occurs 
with emirati women, it was not particularly acceptable for Western women to engage 
in camaraderie with men at work or to be involved in after hours socialising with non-
related arab men.

harrison and Michailova (2012) support a view that Western women in the Uae are 
viewed as women first and professionals second which contradicts Adler’s (1987) earlier 
research suggesting that women would be viewed as foreigners first and women second. 
the experiences of our interviewees suggests that foreign women are, in fact, generally 
judged by the same standards as local women in that they are well regarded for their edu-
cation, work experience and professionalism but also need to work within the confines 
of what is acceptable behaviour for emirati women. that the Western female expatri-
ates had limited interaction with the emirati community also means they had restricted 
opportunity to develop knowledge of what is acceptable behaviour and may mean that 
some of their perceptions reflect auto-stereotyping about how they might be expected to 
behave–and that, as argued by Jenner (1982) sometimes people see what they want to see. 
conversely, women who self-selected to work and live in the Uae may have had a ‘posi-
tive’ disposition towards the UAE and/or Middle East and such an unconscious positive 
bias allowed them to favourably experience the culture and also resulted in an inclination 
to stay longer in the country.
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It could be further speculated that in contrast to Adler’s (1987) study of Western 
women in asia, there are more visible differences between Western women and local 
women in the Uae in respect to such areas as attire. Moreover, while Western women 
may engage in after-hours work socialising in asia, males and females in arab society 
are much more segregated. so, the Western female expatriates who did choose to social-
ise with men at work and in the non-work realm would be behaving in direct contrast to 
the local women. While in Adler’s (1987) study local people expected Western women 
to behave differently and hence regarded them as foreign first, in the UAE social values 
about what is acceptable for women to wear and how to act are so embedded that Western 
female expatriates would be much more visible for differences they demonstrated and 
therefore perhaps identified as women first and employees second.

Further to this point, our findings suggest that while some allowances were made for 
foreign women behaving in a different manner, they were still expected to reserve respect 
for local customs. The findings suggest that women’s behaviour, both within and outside 
the workplace, was likely to be regarded as unacceptable if they were not adequately 
attired, consumed alcohol in public, or behaved in a perceived lewd fashion. the women 
whom we interviewed did indicate a degree of cultural adaptability, but also conform in 
some respects to ties to a home country (as identified by Thompson and Tambyah 1999). 
some still engaged in their home country behaviour (e.g., dress, consuming alcohol, and 
in a couple of instances, living together outside of marriage) albeit partially modified for 
the local environment.

the Western female expatriates in our sample did not encounter many local people 
through work and also rarely socialised with emiratis outside of work. Both Brewster and 
Pickard (1994) and Johnson et al. (2003) identified that where there are large expatriate 
populations, expatriates do not socialise with locals. this is clearly what has occurred 
with the women we have studied- despite the fact that they were not required to live in 
compounds, cities like Dubai and abu Dhabi have such strong representation of Western 
expatriates among the business and professional classes, there appeared to be little inter-
action with locals. it is interesting that the majority of interviewees expressed views of 
openness to other cultures and experience in travel and living away from their country 
of birth, but made little or no effort to learn about islam or arabic culture, or to integrate 
with local Emiratis, although the latter may have reflected contextual difficulties in doing 
so. Notwithstanding such limitations, there was limited evidence amongst this cohort of 
the desire to engage others which earley and ang (2003) referred to as the motivational 
aspect of cultural intelligence.

The interviewees’ responses suggested that they were working in cosmopolitan work-
places and based on their background information about prior experience with other cul-
tures it could be inferred that they would have been favourable to this environment, and 
indeed some suggested as much in their interview responses. some of the interviewees 
grew up with international travel or living in other countries or travelled broadly as adults 
which may have made them more open to diversity and new experiences (see howe-
Walsh and schyns 2010). Yet, it is difficult to suggest that, with reference to their UAE 
experience, these women were really cosmopolitan given their general lack of interaction 
with the local population. to this end we have argued that, while the women did not live 
within the physical walls of a ghetto or compound (see sims and schraeder 2005), they 
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were effectively insulating themselves from the local community either by choice or by 
default. While our cohort were making efforts to observe local culture and generally were 
following acceptable norms of behaviour of the Uae, the limited interaction with locals 
meant that this observance may not have translated into a deeper cultural understanding. 
Finally, while most noted their limited or non-existent engagement with the local culture, 
a small number of participants were more involved in the form of learning some arabic 
and making friends with local women.

Our findings suggest the need for a more nuanced understanding of expatriates that 
considers that there are many variations of experience within the polarised positions of 
the traditional expatriate in an expatriate ghetto and the modern cosmopolitan expatriate. 
the women in our study presented a diversity of views, perceptions of gender and cultural 
stereotyping, and patterns of interaction with locals–reflecting their own prior work and 
international experiences, self-stereotyping and expectations about behaviour and length 
of tenure in the Uae. and while some recent literature suggests that the expatriate who 
has prior international experience or experienced foreign cultures will be more open to 
new and different experiences, have a preference for cultural adaptability or openness to 
other cultures (howe-Walsh and schyns 2010; Siljanen and Lambsa 2009; Thompson 
and tambyah 1999) and demonstrate a cosmopolitan identity (see levy et al. 2007), the 
findings from our research suggest that even though some of the women did have prior 
international experiences of other cultures, when working in an environment like the 
Uae, which has such a large expatriate population, they still lived in degrees of isolation 
from the local culture. they are neither ghettoed like earlier generations of expatriates nor 
are they as cosmopolitan as their profile might suggest.

Contributions, Implications, and Future Directions

theoretical contributions

Our study supports earlier findings that women will be accepted in management roles in 
countries in which local women are under-represented in senior positions in organisations. 
However, the latter does need to be qualified by the fact that the women in the cohort we 
studied were generally not in roles requiring them to manage local emiratis and that the 
very multinational workplaces in which the women were employed may not necessarily 
have been considered representative of all Uae organisations. Our study also supports 
findings that contradicted earlier research suggesting that women will be reluctant to take 
international assignments because of family commitments–within this cohort 63 % were 
married/partnered and 41 % had accompanying children. Our conclusions concur with 
earlier studies suggesting that women may be assisted in their expatriate experience by 
having support networks as reflected in the women’s comments that they have strong 
support from expatriate networks/associations, particularly amongst female expatriates.

Where this research most extends current literature is in highlighting the women’s 
experience of gender stereotyping as differing between work and non-work environ-
ments. While our interviewees overwhelmingly suggested little experience of difference 
at work, their experience in the non-work environment was quite different with them 
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suggesting that women who did not conform to local behaviour will be stereotyped. and 
while it can be argued that the Uae is less conservative than many of its Middle eastern 
neighbours, the non-work environment does still have very clear codes of acceptable 
conduct. though the women highlighted the need to behave in particular ways in the 
non-work context, they also maintained that they were not necessarily treated differently 
based on gender. Where they felt they experienced negative stereotyping e.g., in respect 
to how they dressed outside the workplace, it was not always local emiratis, but rather 
other expatriates (particularly south asian Muslims) who made judgements about their 
behaviour.

Our research also contributes to a debate about whether these female expatriates are 
indicative of the new breed of expatriate that is culturally cosmopolitan simply because 
they worked in a diverse work environment and had a range of international experiences 
or whether they were more like traditional long-term assignee expatriates living in expa-
triate ‘bubbles’, no longer restricted by physical compounds yet not interacting with local 
people nor immersing themselves in the local culture. however, given that most of the 
women had spent less than five years in the UAE, it could also be speculated that they 
(or in the case of the trailing spouses, their partner) may be focused on a boundaryless 
career and see little reason to integrate with the local society if they intended to move to 
another international position. in the same way that not all expatriates of earlier genera-
tions lived in expatriate ghettos–some did indeed integrate well with local society and 
went on to make those countries their permanent homes–it would be misleading to say 
that a newer generation of expatriates with prior international experience and cultural 
knowledge will necessarily be cosmopolitan in their identity. thus, we suggest the need 
for a more nuanced understanding of expatriates which lies on a continuum from ghettoed 
to cosmopolitan and that where an individual sits on this continuum will reflect a number 
of factors beyond generation or prior experience.

implications for Management

this research has several important implications for organisations which are considering 
posting Western women to the Middle east, the hR professionals who will assist female 
expatriates with their relocation, and the female expatriates who self-select to work in 
the UAE and Middle East, more broadly. First and most significantly, our results suggest 
that Western women seem to have relatively few difficulties working in the cosmopolitan 
environment of the Uae (although they did mention differences between Dubai which is 
very internationalised and abu Dhabi and sharjah which are more conservative). While it 
is reasonable to suggest that as the Uae is more liberal and expatriate-dominated than its 
neighbouring arab states and as such Western women can work effectively in the Uae, 
this does not mean that such work experience would be adequate preparation for working 
in other countries in the region, such as saudi arabia. thus, the degree to which Western 
female expatriates experience stereotyping and/or discrimination will be reflective of the 
great social, religious and political diversity throughout the arab Middle east. as such, 
organisations have a responsibility to provide specific cross-cultural training and female 
self-selected expatriates should be informed that behaviour which would be accepted in 
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the Uae may not be tolerated in other countries in the region and in fact some may result 
in deportation.

second, and an associated issue, is that organisations and hR professionals would 
need to give greater attention to preparing expatriate women for the non-work environ-
ment. While the workplace may operate according to Western or international business 
practices, the non-work environment places greater restrictions on women. With the 
exception of tourist areas such as hotels, resorts, and nightclubs, which allow for more 
flexibility, women would be well advised to observe local Emirati practices for purposes 
of both avoiding negative stereotypes as well as behaving in a culturally appropriate man-
ner. such training could be assisted by having emirati people and or well-adjusted female 
expatriates serve as mentors both in the pre-departure phase as well as in-situ.

Third, although a Western female professional’s perceived positive experience in an 
Arab, Muslim country even one as ‘liberal’ as the UAE may bolster her confidence in 
her ability to learn and adjust to arab culture elsewhere, the potential value for expatri-
ate management development or overall organisational development in terms of broader 
knowledge of arab culture needs to be considered with caution. hence, organisations 
need to give consideration to the added value which they can expect from such interna-
tional assignments in terms of the potential for knowledge sharing where the expatriates 
are encouraged to have greater levels of interaction with locals as well as the possibilities 
for localising expatriate positions where expatriates work closely with locals to transfer 
corporate knowledge.

Notwithstanding the above caveats of differences within the region, that these female 
professionals perceive that they are having a positive experience in the Uae may encour-
age other Western female expatriates to self-select or take assigned positions in the region 
and thereby reduce some of the negative stereotypes that Westerners may have about 
working in the Middle east.

limitations and issues for Future Research

Despite the important contribution that this research makes in examining the extent to 
which the women perceived gender and cultural stereotyping and the need for more 
nuanced understanding of expatriates, our study has several limitations which might be 
addressed in future research.

First, we suggest that there will likely be variations in the experience and percep-
tions of Western women working in an internationalised, multicultural workplace where 
the majority of the employees have international experience and a workplace where the 
employees are predominantly locals. thus, further research with a larger sample or spe-
cific selection of workplaces employing Western women and substantive numbers of 
locals may allow for such potential contrast to be explored.

second, this research is cross-sectional and primarily reports on Western female expa-
triates who had lived in the UAE for less than five years (over 80 % of those interviewed). 
thus, longitudinal research is warranted to see if the women would have more interaction 
with local people over a longer period of living in the Uae and whether those who choose 
to spend more time living in the country are more inclined to integrate than those who 
view the experience as being only for short term financial or career gain.
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Third, the sample size that we had did not allow us to make any significant compari-
sons based on women’s demographic data, most notably, whether they are single or mar-
ried/with children. Given the social milieu of the Uae which values the role of women as 
wives and mothers, it would be interesting to explore whether Western female expatriates 
who are married with children may be better accepted and integrated within the local 
community. Such research would benefit from also surveying/interviewing the women’s 
spouses for their perceptions of stereotyping.

Fourth, this research is based on only one country in the Middle east. there is neces-
sity for future research to make comparisons with countries in which there may be fewer 
expatriates and consequently greater opportunity to work and interact with locals rather 
than mostly other expatriates. Further, it would be meaningful to make some direct com-
parisons between the UAE and other countries which have ‘expatriate enclaves’ in other 
regions of the world to identify commonalities and implications for cross-cultural interac-
tion further afield. Another interesting line of comparison with Western male expatriates 
would be to see whether they have more interaction with emiratis/other arabs and thus 
to make some more definitive conclusions about whether the lack of interaction reflects 
national or gender demarcations.

Fifth, we explored the Western women’s views as a grouping of interviewees from 
Western, anglo countries and to some extent suggested a degree of homogeneity within 
these groups as we did not explore the women’s own ethnicities in relation to their per-
ceptions of stereotyping. Future research, theoretically grounded within the diversity lit-
erature, might discuss whether the women’s perceptions of stereotyping alter according to 
not only the cultural context in which they are situated as expatriates but also according 
to their own ethnicity.

Finally, we examined Western women’s perceptions of stereotyping and what is accept-
able behaviour and found some dissention in the views amongst the cohort. it would be 
valuable for future research to undertake a dyad analysis which ‘matched’ Western female 
expatriates to assess the extent to which the women may have engaged in self-stereotyp-
ing about how they believe they are expected to behave which may contrast with locals’ 
perceptions.
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