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INTRODUCTION

Historically, women have been stereotyped as depen-
dent, submissive and conforming, and as a result, have
been viewed as lacking leadership qualities and character-
istics (Burns, 1978; Eagly & Karau, 2002; Koenig, Eagly,
Mitchell, & Ristikari, 2011). In Western cultures, such as the
United States and the United Kingdom, women have made
an effort to overcome these barriers. Although challeng-
ing, women are breaking norms to reach and occupy high-
level leadership positions (Northouse, 2016). In contrast to
other cultures, especially in Arab countries, women still face
gender inequality, and barriers that obstruct their empower-
ment and advancement to leadership (Hoveyda, 2005; Zuhur,
2003).

Specifically, in Arab cultures, women are viewed as less
capable and less independent than men. This perception of
women remains an obstacle that hinders women in educa-
tion and career advancement, especially in leadership. In the
Arab world, leadership is viewed as a masculine construct.
Although many Arab countries have made attempts to raise
awareness of gender equality and open more opportunities
for women to occupy leadership positions, women are still
underrepresented in the leadership domain. Most women oc-
cupy leadership positions in all-female settings such as edu-
cation, health, and clerical jobs (Abdalla, 1996; Haddad and
Esposito, 1998; Mostafa, 2003).

The perception of leadership as a masculine domain in
the Arab culture is due to many factors. Culture and reli-
gion are closely connected and in turn, work together to in-
form gender roles. Zubaidi, Al-Sammerai, & Ahmad (2011)
argued that social-cultural factors have a significant effect
on women’s leadership. They suggested that women in the
Arab culture are not trained to take positions of power and
decision-making. Since childhood, Arab women are taught
to conform to decisions that are made by the males in the
family, and are expected to take orders from parents and
brothers, without question. This pattern transfers to the so-
cial and political environment outside the home. Thus, many
Arab women may lack the necessary self-confidence and
skills for leadership (Zubaidi et al., 2011).

LITERATURE REVIEW

There is limited research that focuses on leadership in the
Arab culture. Most, if not all, leadership research that has

been conducted in the Arab culture adopted western leader-
ship and cross-cultural leadership models. Very few stud-
ies highlighted the female viewpoint. Additionally, the most
recent research that focused on leadership in the Arab cul-
ture was conducted in 2011. Thus, there is a need to in-
vestigate if Arab people still have the same perspective on
leadership. Most importantly, no studies found investigated
how Arab women view and define the construct of leader-
ship. Zuhur (2003) investigated the lack of Arab women em-
powerment and their rights for equal participation in differ-
ent domains. She stated, Arab societies are based on patri-
archal social structures which are deeply embedded within
their systems. Because of these structures, women are less
empowered and underrepresented in comparison to men. The
assumption that the empowerment of women is influenced
by Western cultures and ideologies has caused Arab people
to distrust the construct. This, in turn, hindered the imple-
mentation of women’s rights (Zuhur, 2003). In order to in-
crease Arab woman participation in political domains, Zuhur
(2003) recommended that there should be a transformative
change implemented on different levels within these soci-
eties. Transformative changes should include constitutional
systems, leadership programs implementation, and raising
the awareness of a necessary change in the public perception
of women and their roles in their societies. Similarly, Hov-
eyda (2005) stated that women in Arab societies have limited
rights and are provided with fewer opportunities as compared
to men. The established laws in these countries provide Arab
women with less support.

Also, according to Hoveyda (2005), regardless of being
a Muslim or a Christian, women in the Arab cultures are
controlled by family restrictions and cultural values. They
are often treated as minors by an imposing male guardian
from their family who makes decisions on their behalves.
He added that one of the most important obstacles toward
change in women’s statuses and their treatment is caused by
the patriarchal and tribal systems. These systems essentially
represent the social and political structures in the Arab cul-
ture, and favor men over women by granting men the most
dominant roles while treating women as inferior. In support
to this, he stated, according to the Arabic Human Develop-
ment Report (2002), that in comparison to other countries in
which their systems and social structures are not based on
the same patriarchal and tribal factors found in Arab soci-
eties, women’s statuses have changed and improved over the
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past two decades. Likewise, Muna (1980), Ali (1995), and
Weir (2000, 2001) all found that tribal structures influenced
the perceptions of leadership.

There is limited research that focuses on leadership in the
Arab culture. Most, if not all, leadership research that has
been conducted in the Arab culture adopted western leader-
ship and cross-cultural leadership models. Very few stud-
ies highlighted the female viewpoint. Additionally, the most
recent research that focused on leadership in the Arab cul-
ture was conducted in 2011. Thus, there is a need to inves-
tigate if Arab people still have the same perspective on lead-
ership. Political changes in the region after the Arab Spring,
and the fall of dictatorial regimes such as were in power in
Iraq, Tunisia, Egypt, and Libya, may have changed the Arab
leadership perspective. Most importantly, no studies found
investigated how Arab women view and define the construct
of leadership. Therefore, there is a need for more studies
to add to the literature of leadership and Arab women. This
study added to the literature by capturing the authentic voice
of Arab women and their perspectives on leadership.

METHODOLOGY

This research used a qualitative methodology to address
the purpose of the study and answer the research questions.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with participants
to gather data that reflected the purpose of the study. Prior
to beginning any interviews, participants were required to
complete the consent form in either English or Arabic. In-
terviews were recorded, transcribed, and hand-coded by me.
The length of each interview was determined by the narrative
of the participant. My goal was to collect participants’ per-
ceptions which affected the length of the interviews. Through
my research, I was aware that Arab women may have lim-
ited knowledge on the research topic. More so, I was aware
that cultural norms would likely guide the interview process.
Three of the women had their children present during the
interview. Four chose to be interviewed with another Arab
woman in the room. Only three participants decided to be
interviewed alone. In summary, for this study, participant
selection and data collection offered such a rich narrative
description of the participants’ definition of leadership, that
each emerged as a theme for the study.

FINDINGS

In this research process, my ethnicity, gender, and culture
played as key components. I would not have had access to
this population of Arab women, gained their trust, or been
allowed into their homes and worlds, had I not been recog-
nized as one of them (Fetterman, 1998; Reeves, 2010; Van
der Waal, 2009; Wolcott, 2008).

My identity affected the behaviors and actions of the par-
ticipants. Their behavior was similar to the way they behaved
in their home countries. They could be their authentic selves

when I was in the room, and this allowed me access as a re-
searcher to capture their worlds. I gained the trust of one par-
ticipant, and she led me to others. They trusted me because
I was referred by someone they knew (Fetterman, 1998; Van
der Waal, 2009). As an Arab female, I had the same cul-
tural background, and spoke their mother tongue. Had the
participant not trusted me, she would not have welcomed me
into her home or shared her stories, experiences, food, and
opinions. In addition, my gender played an important role
in allowing the participants to behave freely in their homes.
Most of the participants who wear Hijab, did not wear it
when I was there. They also dressed in the way they dress at
home. If I was a male researcher or an outsider, participants
would have likely covered their body and hair. In addition,
they would have had a male guardian present in the room. In
more traditional, conservative homes, Arab women may not
be allowed to sit or be in a room alone with a man who is
not related to them. Having a male guardian in the room may
have affected the participant and not allowed her to speak,
act, behave, or express her opinion freely. Collecting the data
and conducting the interviews was challenging, but interest-
ing. I was treated as a female Arab guest, not a researcher. In
some of the interviews, participants treated the interview as a
women’s gathering. Participants who had children kept them
in the room where the interview was held. The interviews
were interrupted and the recording was paused for multiple
reasons connected to home and childcare responsibilities. I
think most poignantly about Khawla, and her husband calling
her to put the sugar away. Khawla’s husband and mother-in-
law were in the house, sitting in another room. They did not
offer to look after Khawals’ young daughter during the inter-
view, or help with the sugar. All of the interviews lengths
varied between nine and 40 minutes, however, I was at each
participant’s house or business for an average of three hours.
The participants treated the interviews as would Arab women
who get together under any other circumstance. They all of-
fered me coffee and food as a sign of hospitality for the guest.
Although seen and treated as a guest, not as a researcher, the
participants treated me as a guest but were also cognizant
of my role as a researcher who would listen to them. They
wanted to be heard. They seemed to speak openly as a group
and seek out other women to listen to them. They were more
likely to be heard among other women. They also seemed to
exercise agency and leadership by offering me advice.

DISCUSSION

Due to the participants’ Arab culture and specific norms
surrounding how women connect within the Arab culture, the
data collection process was unique, and emerged as a theme
titled: Thanks for the Coffee and Food. The interview experi-
ence offered a thick, rich, and complex explanation reflective
of the purpose of the study. Arab women in City [X] are an
ethnic minority. Recruiting participants of an ethnic minority
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for research is challenging (Harachi, Catalano, & Hawkins,
1997; Jaber, 2003). Thus, in order to successfully recruit
and access this group, I utilized my group membership and
cultural understanding. It is only through my identity as an
Arab woman and respect for the patterns of communication
set by the participants, that I was able to capture the voices
of indigenous Arab women in regards to leadership. Yavas
and Habib (1986) suggest that cultural restriction related to
selecting female participants is one reason there is limited
research on certain Arab countries.

The data collection and interview experience was unique
to Arab women as an ethnic minority in City [X]. My ex-
perience with these women documents the challenges any
researcher might encounter when accessing native Arab
women. Talking to Arab women requires time, significant
time, for food and conversation. It also requires specific at-
tention to the researcher’s gender, knowledge of the culture
and language, and an understanding of gatekeepers as key el-
ements to access to and trust within the group. The research
process in this study reinforces the results of Aroian, Katz,
& Kulwicki (2006), and their recommendations on recruit-
ing and retaining Arab Muslim mothers and their children
for research.
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