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Abstract 

Beginning in 1970, Oman experienced modernization at a rapid pace due to the 

discovery of oil. At that time, the country still had not invested much in infrastructure 

development, and a large part of the national population had low levels of literacy as they 

lacked formal education. For these reasons, the national workforce was unable to fuel the 

growing oil and gas sector, and the Omani government found it necessary to import 

foreign labor during the 1970s. Over the ensuing decades, however, the reliance on 

foreign labor has remained and has led to sharp labor market imbalances. Today the 

foreign-born population is 45 percent of Oman’s total population and makes up an 

overwhelming 89 percent of the private sector workforce. This reliance on foreign labor 

combined with high levels of population growth in recent years has led to an 

unemployment crisis for Omani youth, where 48 percent of young adults in the 15 to 24-

year-old age range are reportedly unemployed. The Omani youth are at a disadvantage as 

companies in the private sector must pay them a higher minimum wage than their foreign 

worker counterparts. Prospective employers also tend to believe that young Omanis lack 

adequate training and work experience when compared to foreign workers. Many young 

Omani job seekers show significant ambivalence toward the job market because they are 

caught between different development frameworks, where the rentier-type state 

relationships that benefited their parents’ generation are no longer feasible given the 

growth of the Omani population and the number of young job seekers who are now active 

in the economy. Feeding into this ambivalence are the discourses or frameworks of 



thinking that are reproduced in how job seekers and employers talk and think about 

finding employment in Oman today. An abundance of foreign labor, the lack of adequate 

training, and a preference for government sector employment are now a sort of consensus 

in the literature that is used to explain why there are labor market imbalances in the Gulf 

Region more generally. In this research, I use in-depth interview and survey data with 

Omani job seekers, government officials, and company representatives to demonstrate 

that such perceptions are not as generalizable as assumed nor are they as clear-cut in 

every case. For example, the survey data in this research indicates that some parents of 

university graduates work in the private sector or have their own businesses in addition to 

regular salaried work in the government sector. Therefore, there may be more diversity 

and flexibility in earning a livelihood than is recognized. Although the scope for the 

empirical research in this study is small and exploratory, this thesis will describe the 

dynamics that help create gaps between the different labor market actors in Oman; gaps 

in the dynamics between the private sector and the educational system that some of the 

participants described as a “mismatch.” I suggest paths for further research to 

demonstrate why Omani youth are ambivalent toward the job prospects available and 

why they are not quite sure how to imagine their working futures in the private sector or 

as entrepreneurs. 
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Preface  

I have but to place the research on employment in Oman in the context of “the 

outside researcher” versus “the inside researcher”. I belong to the category of an insider. 

This does not mean that my research is a version of what the Government of Oman says 

on that topic. An insider view will help reflect better on many aspects related to 

employment in Oman. It will assist me to try to form a more exact and complete 

explanation of Oman’s employment policy. There is a healthy moral impulse in assessing 

employment in Oman in the vein of being an Oman citizen. There is something valuable 

of the feeling on an insider that will regard the historical records of employment in 

Oman. And, surely, it is necessary again to argue that it is well for me to face every 

change of employment policy in Oman with the utmost honesty. It is my obvious duty to 

look the matter in the face, and get, if possible, to the bottom of it. Nothing in being an 

“insider researcher” will let me not hold any question for investigation. Doubts arise 

concerning a facet of reach is in the mind of an “insider” as well as an “outsider” 

researcher. There are two classes of researcher based on their status in reference to their 

closeness to an issue being studied. Being an insider will make my research larger in 

scope and more influential in its impact. It can drive me to think much and freely on the 

truth which lie at the basis of economic policy in the Sultanate of Oman. My research is 

not a formal expression of the government policy. The virtues of an “insider research” is 

not be content to drudge on issues, but to be compelled to look before and after the 

subjects and to be devoted to its completeness, and to seek solutions, and to keep in 

correspondence with contributors to the subject, and to welcome opposite conclusions, 
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and to be able to land in different reflections and directions as the topics are always being 

renewed in analysis. Scholarship on employment culture in Oman can be well exercised 

and in many sophisticated ways from the impressions of a native of that nation. Naturally, 

therefore, there must be little surprise in not refusing to supervise any study of it by an 

Omani citizen because his or her research will build upon strong acquaintance with the 

topic and solid foundations of knowledge and interest in the academic challenge of it.                                                                        

My research on the culture of employment in Oman is an attempt to provide a view of the 

many different people I met and interviewed while conducting over 11 months of 

research in Oman. I frequently quoted and cited from their interviews and used their 

views in different capacities throughout the paper. I believe part of my success at 

conducting the interviews was because of my own Omani heritage.  According to Sonya 

Corbin Dwyer Jennifer L. Buckle, in their article “The Space Between: On Being an 

Insider-Outsider in Qualitative Research,” in International Journal of Qualitative 

Methods, they argued that “The benefit to being a member of the group one is studying is 

acceptance. One’s membership automatically provides a level of trust and openness in 

your participants that would likely not have been present otherwise. Surely the time has 

come to abandon these constructed dichotomies and embrace and explore the complexity 

and richness of the space between entrenched perspectives.”1 My Omani heritage made 

the people I was interviewing more open to discussing the issues with me as they could 

see why I also have concern for this subject and why I want a deeper understanding of the 

unemployment problem. My research on Omani employment culture was very small in 

                                                
1 Sonya Corbin Dwyer and Jennifer L. Buckle, “The Space Between: On Being an Insider-

Outsider in Qualitative Research,” International Journal of Qualitative Methods, March 1, 2009, 
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/160940690900800105.  
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scope and can make no claims of being generalizable to the entire population, however, 

this exploratory study makes a specific contribution to the scholarship on Oman by 

giving a small window into how Omanis attribute meaning to their unemployment 

experiences and how they view the specific barriers they encounter as they experience the 

current changes in their economy and the labor market. I tried to the best of my capacity 

to conduct my field research with honesty and an unbiased attitude among all those who 

interacted with me in different capacities in my writing of my thesis.  
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

Oman is a country with high levels of unemployment, particularly among the 

youth, but it also has a large migrant and expatriate worker population similar to the other 

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries in and around the Persian Gulf.2 This 

imbalance in the labor market is due to the relatively rapid rate at which Oman turned 

into an oil producing state, using the rents generated to invest in infrastructure and 

government services. Oman was one of the poorest countries in the world until the 

discovery of oil there in the late 1960s.3 Sultan Sayyid Qaboos bin Said Al Said took 

power in 1970, the new Omani government made radical shifts to the traditional 

economies in Oman by importing foreign labor to fuel the oil industry and the various 

infrastructure projects that were needed to support the growing oil and gas sector.  

A series of problems developed over the last several decades that have further 

compounded Oman’s unemployment problem. Oman has also experienced high rates of 

population growth in recent years, which means there are currently a significant number 

of young Omani job seekers.4 Moreover, the number of young job seekers will continue 

                                                
2 Abdul Wahhab Mohamed Al-Zufairy, “Unemployment in the Gulf Countries: Reasons and 

Remedies,” Applied Econometrics and International Development 3, no. 3 (2003), 
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1229483 

3 Mandana Limbert, In the Time of Oil: Piety, Memory, and Social Life in an Omani Town (Palo 
Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 2010). 

4 Wes Harry, “Employment Creation and Localization: The Crucial Human Resource Issues for 
the GCC,” The International Journal of Human Resource Management 18, no. 1 (2007): 132–146; Ellen 
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to grow in the coming years.5 Oman’s 2010 census results indicated that 24.77 percent of 

Oman's total citizen workforce was unemployed, but the unemployment rate was about 

48 percent according to ILO estimates for Omanis who were 15 to 24 years old in 2017. 

There are also known deficiencies in the existing education system, and scholars 

frequently cite the lack of adequate training for jobs that are in demand as an additional 

underlying factor in the difficulties that young native Omani citizens experience.6  

Furthermore, unemployment analysts believe Omani citizens have a bias against 

accepting jobs in many private sectors of the economy because they view these jobs as 

low paying, with less stability and schedules that are more demanding in terms of 

working weekends and evening hours.7 Although the high levels of population growth, 

lack of adequate training, and the preference for public sector work do go a long way in 

explaining what is leading to such high levels of unemployment in Oman, these three 

factors are now a sort of consensus in the scholarly literature on unemployment in the 

GCC region.8 Many of the interviewees in my research – whether they were government 

                                                
Laipson, “The Middle East’s Demographic Transition: What Does It Mean?,” Journal of International 
Affairs 56, no. 1 (2002): 175–88.	

5	The median age in Oman is approximately 25 years old (CIA World Factbook, 2018). 

6 Abdul Basit Al-Hamadi, Pawan S. Budhwar, and Helen Shipton, “Management of Human 
Resources in Oman,” International Journal of Human Resource Management 18, no. 1 (2007): 100–113; 
William Scott-Jackson et al., “Maximizing Omani Talent in Engineering,” (Oxford: Oxford Strategic 
Consulting, 2014).  

7 The work hours being more demanding in the private sector was frequently mentioned in the 
literature as a reason for aversion to private sector jobs by Omanis, and it was repeated by many of my 
interviewees, even though empirically it might not be true as certainly not all private companies require that 
employees always work night shifts and weekends or travel far from home (Al Hasani, 2016; Zerovec and 
Bontenbal, 2011). 

8	Al-Zufairy, “Unemployment in the Gulf Countries”; Ingo Forstenlechner and Emilie Rutledge, 
“Unemployment in the Gulf: Time to Update the ‘Social Contract,’” Middle East Policy 17, no. 2 (June 9, 
2010): 38–51; Robert Looney, “The Little Monarchies That Could: How Oman, Jordan and Morocco 
Survived the Arab Spring,”	The Milken Institute Review, (Second Quarter 2014), 
http://hdl.handle.net/10945/48224; John E. Peterson, “Oman: Three and a Half Decades of Change and 
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representatives or company authorities – also echoed these same factors believed to cause 

unemployment.  

Although the scope of my survey and interview research is small, the findings 

tentatively suggest that a number of the key perceptions about the Omani job market are 

discourses or frameworks of thinking that Omani job seekers and employers reproduce in 

how they talk and think about finding employment today. However, these perceptions 

might not be as generalizable as assumed or as clear-cut in every case. For instance, the 

survey I conducted with more than 100 young Omani university graduates shows that a 

lot of parents of the graduates do work in the private sector or have their own businesses 

in addition to regular salaried work that is sometimes (though not always) in the 

government sector. Therefore, the perception that the government has been practically the 

sole source of employment for Omani citizens in recent decades might be more complex 

in practice, and there may be more diversity and flexibility in labor markets and earning 

livelihoods than is recognized. Another frequent observation by some corporate 

employers interviewed was that Omanis do not like private sector work as the work 

schedules are more demanding in terms of working evenings and weekends. However, 

not every sector requires this kind of scheduling outside of conventional business hours. 

My interview data shows how the perception that scheduling is one of the reasons why 

Omani workers avoid the private sector is powerful even among employers.   

                                                
Development,” Middle East Policy 11, no. 2 (2004): 125–138; William Scott-Jackson et al., “Maximizing 
Omani Talent in Engineering,”; Mojca Zerovec and Marike Bontenbal, “Labor Nationalization Policies in 
Oman: Implications for Omani and Migrant Women Workers,” Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 20, 
no. 3–4 (2011): 365–387.	
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Scholarly analyses to date generally overlook the present diversity in the Omani 

job market as few consider the nature of Omani employment from a sociological or 

anthropological perspective. With more focus on the cultural and social context in which 

the unemployment dilemma emerges, it is evident that the high levels of population 

growth are influencing Omani employment culture, the Omani education system and the 

daily lives of Omani youth more widely. There may be more diversity and flexibility in 

the existing job market than perceived, but there is also a great deal of anxiety that the 

unemployment problem will continue to grow worse according to analyses from 

journalists and academics alike.9 I argue that social problems, such as the lack of 

adequate training, and cultural factors, such as the preference for public sector work, feed 

into an ambivalence that is building among young Omani job seekers about the 

employment market.10 By conducting interviews with Omani youth, I approached the 

unemployment problem as the youth experience it themselves, and I asked specific 

questions about the Omani context: For example, how is the bias against private-sector 

jobs perpetuated in reality? What is the job search like now for young Omani nationals? 

Do they still actively seek to work in the public sector like their parents? 

Many young, educated Omani job seekers show significant ambivalence toward 

the employment dilemmas they face as they are caught between different development 

                                                
9 H. Al-Shaqsi, “Unemployment in Oman,” Muscat Daily, January 10, 2012; Saleh Al 

Shaibany,“Choosy Omanis Add to Government’s Unemployment Headache,” Reuters, September 14, 
2012. 

10 Mohammed A. Al-Waqfi and Ingo Forstenlechner, “Of Private Sector Fear and Prejudice: The 
Case of Young Citizens in an Oil-Rich Arabian Gulf Economy,” Personnel Review 41, no. 5 (2012): 609–
629; Onn Winckler, Arab Political Demography: Population Growth, Labor Migration and Natalist 
Policies (ISBS, 2009); Ragui Assaad, “Making Sense of Arab Labor Markets: The Enduring Legacy of 
Dualism,” IZA Journal of Labor & Development 3, no. 1 (2014): 6. 
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frameworks, where the rentier-type state relationships that benefited their parents’ 

generation are no longer feasible given the growth of the Omani population and the 

increase in the number of young job seekers who are active in the economy. Presently, 

the studies that examine the unemployment situation in Oman miss several everyday 

dimensions of the problem as they do not consider how Omani youth experience the job 

search. Some of the youth experiences reflect deep, serious structural problems that affect 

the country more widely, such as the lack of opportunities for women and weaknesses in 

the education system. Many of the Omanis interviewed stressed the divergent interests 

that are vested in the Omani labor market using the notion of there being a “mismatch” or 

an emerging gap between employers, the government, and job seekers. The words 

mismatch and gap were used to describe this space by a variety of the interviewees, 

whether they were recent graduates, company officials, or government authorities. This 

thesis explores the nature of the gap between the different labor market actors in Oman to 

show why Omani youth are ambivalent toward the job prospects available and why they 

are not quite sure how to imagine their working futures in the private sector or as 

entrepreneurs. 

The policies that the government has put in place to try to increase the 

representation of Omani citizens in the sectors where they are underrepresented are 

another dimension that adds to the levels of disarticulation witnessed. The government 

calls them Omanization policies, which enact a different series of sanctions or fines 

against employers who fail to meet hiring and employment quotas for national workers. 

These policies end up contributing indirectly to the ambivalence that job seekers 

experience because they have perpetuated a better (albeit more expensive) set of working 
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conditions for Omani nationals. However, statistics show that foreign workers still 

dominate the private sector despite these efforts. In 2011, according to official statistics, 

citizen workers comprised only 11 percent of the private job market.11 The remaining 89 

percent of workers in the private realm are foreign workers, showing the scale at which 

private sector representation for Omani citizens is unbalanced.12 Local analysts suggest 

that Oman needs to create 50,000 jobs per year because of the growing number of young 

citizens who are entering the workforce, but many jobs that are created still eventually go 

to foreign workers.13 

Companies in Oman gravitate toward employing foreign workers for the reason 

that, in the neoliberal world economy, foreign workers are cheaper. There is also the 

perception that foreign workers are more qualified and more experienced than native 

Omani employees.14 The Omani system ties the expatriate worker to one position because 

of his or her foreign status, so expatriate workers are also prevented from moving to new 

positions. I have met several successful young job candidates in Oman who are able to 

switch between positions once they gain experience. However, distortions between the 

                                                
11 National Centre for Statistics and Information. "Selected Data and Indicators from the Results of 

General Populations, Housing and Establishments Censuses." (Muscat, Oman: National Centre for 
Statistics and Information, 2011). 

12 National Centre for Statistics and Information. "Monthly Statistical Bulletin 28 (August 2017)." 
(Muscat Oman: National Centre for Statistics and Information, August, 2017). 

13 Shaddad Al Musalmy, “Employers Highlight Omanisation Challenges - Oman,” Muscat Daily, 
August 27, 2013. 

14	Neoliberalism refers to the economic system that is currently dominant at the global level 
because it is encouraged by international entities and regulatory entities like the IMF and the World Trade 
Organization.  The neoliberal model favors free markets and a restricted role for government with the 
privatization of services, such as utilities, education and health care. In encouraging the diversification and 
growth of the private sector it seems that Oman is slowly attempting to move to this type of economic 
model. 
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rentier and neoliberal systems also help to explain why many youths are currently 

unemployed and still outside the system and also in competition with foreign workers 

who do find employment and who are willing to work within the lowest pay scales. 

The Omani citizens who are fortunate enough to find employment and gain 

marketable skills are thereby empowered by the system that gives companies incentives 

to hire them. Omani citizens with experience tend to move between positions and actively 

seek what they consider to be better opportunities, at least from the employer’s point of 

view, as expressed in some of the interviews. Many successful Omanis take positions in 

the private sector, but still actively seek employment in the government sector and will 

move sectors if an offer becomes available. 

Thus, there are many levels of miscommunication and counterproductive 

practices that have built a perpetuating impasse between the government, the graduates 

and the private sector businesses trying to operate on some semblance of a free market 

labor model in the Omani system. This impasse is fed to a great extent by the indirect 

consequences of instituting quotas on the part of the government, hiring the cheapest 

labor available on the part of companies, and searching for work in their area of specialty 

or something closely related. I seek to answer the following questions in this thesis: (a) 

What are the factors in the political development of the state and in the building of the 

Omani economy that led to this uneven development? And, (b) what are the structural 

disjunctures that somehow produced a generation of better educated Omani youth with 

aspirations, but few viable job prospects that will support them in meeting their 

aspirations? 
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The ambivalence of the job seekers is also due to the strong and protective 

networks that are characteristic of many Omani families that provide alternative sources 

of livelihood and support, so many young university graduates are not entirely dependent 

economically on the formal job market to meet their immediate necessities, at least in the 

present context. This ability to sustain themselves without fulltime steady work may 

change in the future as the situation continues to evolve. My survey research shows the 

recent graduates freelance or work in their family businesses in the interim but still 

consider themselves to be unemployed. Some graduates prefer to do these more informal 

forms of work while waiting for an ideal position to come along. 

This research on the unemployment experiences of Omani youth is significant as 

the cultural and social dimensions of the unemployment problem that occurs at everyday- 

and individual-levels are primarily under-addressed in the literature. Dominant 

development agencies, like the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank 

promote a free and private market as the best path to appease the employment shortage 

for Omani youth. In this view, the government should leave it to the private sector to 

create more jobs and for each job seeker to cope individually with the changing job 

market.15 Accordingly, job seekers should be more realistic about their prospects and take 

available employment options instead of seeking out the ideal position. In this thesis, I 

seek to answer: How do Omani job seekers adjust to these conflicting tendencies 

surrounding unemployment and the kinds of job opportunities that are available to them 

in their daily lives? 

                                                
15 IMF, “Oman-2011 Article IV Consultation Concluding Statement of the IMF Mission,” 

accessed June 4, 2017, https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2015/09/28/04/52/mcs121911. 
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The Structural Factors in Omani Unemployment 

For the purposes of this thesis, I will outline five structural factors that impact the 

specific nature of Omani unemployment and make it complicated and ambiguous. This is 

by no means an exhaustive discussion of every factor that affects unemployment; there 

are certainly other factors that help to shape the current state of the job market in Oman 

that are beyond the scope of my thesis. The first factor that contributes to the 

unemployment problem is that the changes in Oman have been quick and drastic. Local 

cultural factors influence Omani society greatly because the drive to consolidate the 

nation and develop a modern economy is only very recent when compared to other 

countries. Many parts of Oman remained remote well into the 20th century, as powerful 

tribal groups held a lot of power and even used violence in some cases to maintain their 

control.16 The Bedouin desert tribes of the interior and the more outward looking Hadr 

tribes of the coastal port towns had very different interests that also created tensions and 

impeded political consolidation throughout Omani history.  

The year 1970, however, ushered in a lot of profound changes. Sultan Qaboos, as 

the country’s new leader, was quick to implement policies that would drastically 

modernize the state and put Oman on a path of development and economic growth that 

has lasted to the present day.17 Accounts say that before the 1970s people living in 

Muscat had to carry kerosene lanterns if they wanted to move around the streets of the 

                                                
16 John Carter, “Tribal Structures in Oman,” in Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies 7 

(1977): 11–68. 

17 Marc Valeri, Oman: Politics and Society in the Qaboos State (London: Hurst Publishers, 2009). 
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capital city at night because even Muscat lacked public lighting.18 At the time that Sultan 

Qaboos led his new government, there were only three elementary schools in all of 

Oman.19 In the first decades of the current government, a large part of the population 

remained outside the formal economy. Omani nationals still only comprised 18.4 percent 

of the entire formal workforce as late as 1994.20  

Despite the difficulties in the first few decades of including the native Omani 

population in the formal labor market, the government invested heavily in developing the 

oil industry and the logistical infrastructure required to support the oil industry including 

airports, highways, and ports. The oil-based development helped to transform Oman into 

a high-level per capita income country with a relatively high quality of life index in the 

space of just a few decades.21  

The second structural factor that impacted the unemployment problem is the 

demand for foreign labor that was needed to meet all the modernizing projects that were 

underway in the 1970s and 1980s. The oil and gas industries became the motor of the 

economy in this time period, but the Omani population lacked the formal skills required 

                                                
18 Dana Adams Schmidt, “Coup in Oman: Out of Arabian Nights Into 20th Century,” New York 

Times, September 5, 1970; YouTube video posted by Samir Kharusi, titled Oman June 1972, published on 
YouTube May 31, 2013, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8LjbEApC-vw. Lack of public lighting 
mentioned at timestamp 9:35. 

19	Maryam Kahn, “From Access to Success: The Story of Oman’s School Education System - 
Oman,” Muscat Daily, Nov 18, 2013. 

20 Onn Winckler, “The Challenge of Foreign Workers in the Persian/Arabian Gulf: The Case of 
Oman,” Immigrants & Minorities 19, no. 2 (2000): 23–52. 

21 John Carter, “Tribal Structures in Oman”; J. Craig Romano and L. Seeger, “Rentierism and 
Reform: Youth Unemployment and Economic Policy in Oman,”  IMES Paper Capstone Series, Institute for 
Middle East Studies, The Elliott School of International Affairs, George Washington University (May 
2014); S. Ghosal and S. Porkodi, “Reasons for Migration of Contract Labor to Oman: A SEM Approach,” 
International Journal of Management and Business Research 4, no. 3 (2014): 213–224. 
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for the highly technical positions, and Omani citizens were largely unwilling to join the 

unskilled labor force. The construction sector needed unskilled labor because the oil 

industry continued to expand and needed further infrastructure. The economy also 

expanded more generally as the government diligently tried to diversify the economy 

with the banking sector and retail sector, for example, creating further demand for both 

skilled and unskilled labor. The Omani government allowed for a large influx of foreign 

workers to meet the demands of the formal labor markets in the country.22 Although the 

quota system or “Omanization” policies as the government calls them have made 

significant progress in nationalizing the middle and upper management of the oil and 

banking industries, there are other industry sectors where the unilateral application of 

quotas has been less successful. They have been less successful especially in sectors 

where a large proportion of the available jobs are low wage positions that are unattractive 

to Omani citizens like retail and construction.23 Over time this led to the creation of a dual 

system of labor markets consisting of foreign-born and Omani-born workers. Omani 

citizens can avoid taking work in the lowest paying sectors like construction, which 

employ migrant workers largely from India and Pakistan; however, at the same time, the 

importation of labor created a de facto barrier for Omani citizens in accessing the highest 

paying employment in sectors such as the oil industry. This is only now starting to 

change as a result of Omanization policies and the improvement in the skills of Omani 

workers. For many years, expatriate workers from Europe, North America, and highly 

                                                
22 Onn Winckler, Arab Political Demography. Population Growth, Labour Migration and Natalist 

Policies (Brighton/ Portland: Sussex Academic Press, 2009). 

23 Ragui Assaad, “Making Sense of Arab Labor Markets,” 6.	
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skilled migrants from elsewhere tended to predominate in the higher paying engineering 

and technical positions. 

The third structural factor that impacts unemployment is that Oman’s 

modernization and development are highly dependent on the oil revenues it generates. 

Realizing that the Omani economy would become too dependent if oil were the only 

motor for the country ’s development, the government began to make a concerted effort 

to diversify the economy beginning even as early as 1974, issuing a series of Five Year 

Development Plans including various government projects aimed at reducing the 

country’s dependence on oil.24 Thus, there was some effort very early in the regime to 

direct development towards the diversification of Oman’s economy, but this has had 

mixed success, and a large dependence on oil is still a concern for the Omani government 

and analysts.  

Fourth, there have been various iterations of what the government calls 

“Omanization” policies that are intended to promote the creation of more Omani-based 

businesses to diversify the economy and shift away from dependence on foreign labor by 

obligating companies to hire Omanis in place of foreign laborers. Recently, the 

government stepped up efforts to enforce Omanization policies by allowing only a certain 

number of foreign workers per corporation and fining companies in violation of the 

policies or applying other sanctions like the denial of government contracts.25 As Ennis 

and al-Jamali note, the Omani labor market has difficulty in incorporating new entrants, 

                                                
24 Valeri, Oman: Politics and Society in the Qaboos State.  

25 Saleh Al Shaibany, “Oman Warns Private Sector over Omanisation Targets.” The National 
(UAE) February 13, 2017.  
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even though one would expect as the economy grew and there was more modernization 

of infrastructure, there would be more employment opportunities for the local 

population.”26 Although the Omani government has made some efforts to address the 

problems that arise from an overdependence on oil and a lack of diversity in the 

economy, these efforts are largely small and superficial and do not profoundly challenge 

the core of the state-sponsored development model. The measures taken to address 

unemployment since 1970 only try to minimize the repercussions of the state-led and 

rentier-type economy instead of addressing the deeper structural problems inherent in the 

economy and Omani employment culture.27 

Finally, the fifth factor that contributes significantly to the unemployment 

problem is the increase in the number of educated Omani nationals over time as more 

students study at the high school and post-secondary levels. Elite families would send 

their children abroad to study as state-sponsored educational infrastructure was 

practically nonexistent before 1970 in Oman. It was not until Sultan Qaboos’s 

government that there was a concerted effort to build the national education system, and 

each year more students enrolled and became a part of the formal system. Whereas in the 

1980s and 1990s few of the Omani nationals were entering the formal workforce 

themselves, they were beginning to focus on the education of their children by enrolling 

                                                
26 C. A. Ennis and R. Z. al-Jamali, Elusive Employment: Development Planning and Labour 

Market Trends in Oman Chatham House Research Paper, Middle East and North Africa,	September 2014.	
http://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_document/20140916ElusiveEmploymen
tOmanEnnisJamali.pdf.   

27 Abdul Wahhab Mohamed Al-Zhfairy, “Unemployment in the Gulf Countries: Reasons and 
Remedies,” Applied Econometrics and International Development 3, no 3 (2008): 61-82; Kailash Chandra 
Das and Nilambari Gokhale, “Localization of Labor and International Migration: A Case Study of the 
Sultanate of Oman,” XXVI International Population Conference of the International Union for the 
Scientific Study of Population, vol. 27 (2009). 
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their children in school. Improvements in the education sector led to greater levels of 

inclusion across the territory and more high school graduates throughout the 1990s and 

2000s.28 Now Omani nationals are entering the workforce in ever greater numbers as they 

graduate and come of age. As a result, there has been a surge in the number of Omani 

nationals looking for employment in the formal job market in recent years, and this has 

led to concern about job availability and increasing unemployment and the potential for 

unrest in the future.  

This thesis takes a deeper look at how the structural and cultural factors outlined 

above have shaped the employment and unemployment experiences of young Omani job 

seekers in present day Oman. As has already been established, within this model initially 

there was a great reliance on foreign labor but little effort to adequately promote job 

market preparation for Omani citizens in the first few decades of the Qaboos government. 

As the educational opportunities increased, there was little direction provided for 

university students regarding their chosen major which was often out of step with 

industry demands.29 The population growth has created an increasing demand for 

employment as more Omani citizens finish their education and begin looking for work.  

Analysts have criticized the state-sponsored model the Oman government followed in the 

1970s and 1980s because it provided inadequate employment opportunities for Oman’s 

citizens and did not consider how the effects of increased literacy and increased 

                                                
28	Maryam Kahn, “From Access to Success.” 

29	Hajar Hammdan Alsaidi, “Unemployment among Digital Media Graduates from Colleges of 
Applied Sciences in the Sultanate of Oman” (Master’s thesis,	Auckland University of Technology, 2013).  
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education without the concomitant creation of more job opportunities would snowball 

into the future.30 

The Specific Factors in Omani Unemployment 

In addition to the five main structural factors that have been identified in the 

literature on Omani unemployment and in the interviews and participant observation data 

I have managed to collect, there are also a number of other dimensions to the 

unemployment problem that government officials and unemployed persons identified. It 

is important to be very clear that I interviewed only a very small number of people among 

the labor poor in Oman, so the results here in my thesis are merely suggestive. There are 

no representative conclusions that can be drawn from my present study, but the results do 

identify potential avenues for future research. These are summarized below and will be 

identified in more detail in the findings section and discussed in the results section of my 

thesis. First, unemployment among the youth is a global problem; it is not a trend that is 

specific to just Oman. Therefore, there are structural factors at the global scale that make 

it a difficult problem to address for the national government. The scope of the pressures is 

larger than the national borders of Oman in many cases, like the move in many 

economies around the world to a knowledge-based economy. Also, the growth in 

enrollment in post-secondary education is a global trend. Within this, there are also 

regional influences that affect the nature of Omani unemployment. The youth labor 

difficulties that are evident in Oman are also a regional problem as is the preference for 

                                                
30	Al-Zhfairy “Unemployment in the Gulf Countries: Reasons and Remedies.”; Craig Romano and 

Seeger, “Rentierism and Reform.” 
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public sector employment and the aversion to work in certain sectors like construction or 

service and retail jobs.31 

Another dimension that became clear through my research is that there are 

cultural factors that also impede on employment decisions for many Omanis. The levels 

of unemployment are much higher among women, for example. There is very little 

relative participation by Omani women in the private sector. My interviewees said this is 

because private sector jobs tend to place more burden on the employee in terms of 

scheduling and expecting job candidates to relocate, etc. At least that is the perception 

that many job candidates seem to have in their interview responses and their explanations 

as to why unemployment is greater among female candidates. Another concern that many 

of the interviewees mentioned was stability. Stability is something the private sector does 

not deliver to the degree the public sector does in the perception of the candidates. A 

number of the government functionaries interviewed pointed out there needs to be 

concrete measures put in place to help ease more Omanis into the private sector. The 

government (and other labor market actors like the private companies and the job seekers 

themselves) need to mediate the difference between the public and private sector so that 

more people will take private sector jobs instead of holding out and waiting to secure a 

public sector position. 

Another specific factor in my research is that there are tensions in how 

unemployment is defined. In many of the official definitions like that used by the 

National Institute for Statistics in Oman, job seekers are only those people who are 

                                                
31 Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner, “Of Private Sector Fear and Prejudice”; Al-Zufairy, 

“Unemployment in the Gulf Countries.” 
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actively seeking work. Using only the job seekers who actively register lowers the 

number of those people who are officially unemployed, but it is also minimizing the 

problem without really addressing the imbalances and root causes in the long term. The 

unemployment dilemma is further complicated because Omani citizens also try to avoid 

the lowest paying jobs. It is migrant laborers from countries where there are also 

unemployment problems and a lack of well-paying jobs like Pakistan and Bangladesh 

who fill the lower paying positions in construction, for example. The citizens from such 

countries are compelled to migrate to countries like Oman where they have the 

opportunity to earn higher wages and to save money more quickly.  

In my interviews company officials said that one of the prevailing human 

resources problems in Oman is that there are high rates of turnover with Omani citizen 

employees because they leave when they get better offers like an opening in the 

government. The Omani employees also have a minimum wage that is set higher than the 

minimum wage for expatriate workers.32 Many of the biggest companies have special 

training institutes so they can help to prepare Omani nationals for the tasks they need to 

master for employment, although the switching between jobs makes this sometimes an 

expensive and risky undertaking in the employer’s point of view. Hiring Omanis can be 

more expensive for the companies in the short and medium term because they also have 

to train the Omani hires because they lack the desired skill set for the position according 

to some company official interviewees in my research.  

This research also suggests that many of these perceptions about the Omani job 

market are indeed “only” perceptions; they are discourses and frameworks of thinking 

                                                
32	“Oman Raises Minimum Wage to Avert Future Protests,” Reuters, February 9, 2013.	
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that help to reproduce the dilemmas, however, they might not be accurate, or they may 

not be as clear cut in every case. For instance, the present research shows that many 

parents of the graduates have their own businesses or do work in the private sector 

despite what is emphasized at the level of discussion around unemployment in Oman. 

Therefore, the perception that the government was the employer sine qua non for Omani 

citizens in recent decades might be more complex in practice, and there might be more 

diversity and flexibility in labor markets and earning livelihoods than is portrayed. 
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Chapter II. 

Literature Review 

The literature review will discuss the existing research on unemployment in 

Oman and begin to elaborate on some of the factors of unemployment that are specific to 

Oman that emerged from my findings. In the existing literature there is more focus on the 

five structural factors that I identified in the introduction: First, there was a drive to 

consolidate the nation that led to state-led development; secondly, there was a 

dependence on foreign labor in order to modernize the economy; third, Oman is 

dependent on oil revenues and rentierism like other oil driven economies; fourth, there 

have been various iterations of what the government calls “Omanization” policies that are 

intended to promote the hiring of more Omani nationals and reduce the dependence on 

foreign laborers; and fifth there has been an increase in the number of educated Omani 

nationals over time as more students study at the high school and post-secondary levels. 

In the literature, there is less attention to the more detailed cultural and social factors that 

I identified in my empirical research that I will discuss in my findings and results in more 

detail. In this literature review, I will discuss the scope of the existing scholarly research 

to date and explore how it contrasts with my research. I will also discuss some of the key 

ideas in circulation about youth unemployment in Oman and in the global arena, as many 

scholars identify youth unemployment as a global problem.  
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The Push for Modernization in Oman is Recent 

The 1970 takeover by Sultan Qaboos bin Said al Said had many effects. Parallel 

to the changes brought about by the new government, like increased investments in 

public well-being and infrastructure, there was also increasing scholarship generated 

about Oman in the 1970s. As Steven Wippel explains in the edited volume called 

Regionalizing Oman, the scholarship in the 1970s was more “eulogizing” than critical of 

the development processes the government was initiating.33 It was not until the 1980s 

when social geographer Fred Scholtz began to study Oman’s urban development that 

critical analysis and conceptual arguments emerged about the Omani experience.34 At the 

same time, anthropologists became interested in the cultural aspects of Oman, conducting 

research on the nomadic populations in rural Oman35 and sociologists studied migrant 

populations from India,36 as well as other cultural aspects of Omani society.  

In the 1980s, scholars started to take notice of government actions and the way 

the new Omani state was trying to consolidate its power. For example, Cordes and 

                                                
33 Steffen Wippel, Regionalizing Oman: Political, Economic and Social Dynamics, vol. 6 

(Springer Science & Business Media, 2013). 

34 Fred Scholz and Hartmut Asche, Beduinen Im Zeichen Des Erdöls: Studien Zur Entwicklung Im 
Beduinischen Lebensraum Südost-Arabiens, vol. 45 (Reichert, 1981); Fred Scholz, Nomadic Pasture Area-
Potential for the Future? (Inst. f. wiss. Zusammenarbeit, 1991); Calvin H. Allen, “The Indian Merchant 
Community of Masqa,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 44, no. 1 (1981): 39–53; 
Norman Robert Bennett, A History of the Arab State of Zanzibar (London: Methuen London, 1978); Reda 
Bhacker, Trade and Empire in Muscat and Zanzibar: The Roots of British Domination (London: 
Routledge, 2002); Abdul Sheriff, Slaves, Spices and Ivory in Zanzibar: Integration of an East African 
Commercial Empire into the World Economy, 1770–1873 (Columbus: Ohio University Press, 1987). 

35 Frederik Barth, Sohar–Culture and Society in an Omani Town (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1983). 

36 Élisabeth Longuenesse, “Travailleurs indiens à Oman,” Revue Tiers Monde 26, no. 103 (1985): 
567–582; Srikant Dutt, “India and the Overseas Indians,” India Quarterly 36, no. 3–4 (1980): 307–335; 
Myron Weiner, “International Migration and Development: Indians in the Persian Gulf,” Population and 
Development Review, (1982): 1–36. 
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Schultz noted how the Omani state worked to supress the migratory activity of the 

nomads and Bedouins with experimental settlement projects in Tanam and Haima that 

encouraged nonagricultural employment.37 In the 1970s and 1980s, Fredrik Barth 

conducted research emphasizing the underlying pluralism of daily society in Sohar, 

where there are many ethnic groups complexly co-existing in a multi-ethnic society: 

Arab, Baluchi, Persian, Zidgali, and Banyan. Barth also found there were many 

differences in occupational categories among Omanis living in Sohar, although there was 

little class formation evident according to Barth because all families experienced periods 

of hardship and periods of relative bounty.38  

The scholarship on Oman continued to evolve, although somewhat slowly and in the 

shadows of the scholarship in the Gulf Region more generally. Oman was largely ignored 

in the wider Gulf Studies during the 1990s due to rising geopolitical tensions and the 

Gulf War and the invasion of Kuwait.39 In 1991, Looney published an economic 

assessment of Oman as a young, oil producing state system focusing on the government’s 

development plans and what was accomplished in terms of infrastruture and industry 

bulding between 1975 and 1985.40 In the 2000s, there was more interest in the 

development of the Gulf Region in terms of urban studies and from cultural geographers 

                                                
37		Rainer Cordes and Fred Scholz, “Bedouins Wealth and Change: A Study of Rural Development 

in the United Arab Emirates and the Sultanate of Oman,” (United Nations University, 1980) , 
http://www.popline.org/node/499475. 

38	Barth, Sohar–Culture and Society in an Omani Town. 

39 Wippel, Regionalizing Oman.	

40 Robert E. Looney, “An Economic Assessment of Oman’s Industrial Diversification Efforts,” 
Orient 32, no. 2 (1991): 217–235. 
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who moved into assessing the vulnerability of the countries in the region given their 

dependency on oil.41  

The existing research about Oman is slowing becoming more diversified and 

complex, like the edited volume by Marc Lavergne and Brigitte Dumortier published in 

2002 called Contemporary Oman (L’Oman Contemporain), where scholars contributed a 

wide range of chapter topics including analysis of Oman’s environmental legislation, 

development of the judiciary and a comparison of religion and education in the past and 

now in contemporary Oman.42 Also in 2002, scholar Ubi Rabi published an article that 

discussed Oman’s political culture and the uniqueness influence of the Shura council 

(elective consultative body) and the Dawla council (council appointed by the Sultan).43  

Rabi noted that “Politically, Oman walked a tight line between the sultanic tradition of 

paternalism – centred on the absolute monarch – and internal pressures for greater 

participation in decision-making.”44 The author explains that the Sultan’s government 

does not want to simply import and apply Western models of democracy. They are trying 

to develop a political system that is uniquely Omani. 

Despite the existing scholarship there is still relatively little published about 

Omani society even today. Existing studies of Oman are largely about the oil economy 

                                                
41 Heiko Schmid, Economy of Fascination: Dubai and Las Vegas as Themed Urban Landscapes. 

(Gebrüder Borntraeger Verlagsbuchhandlung, 2009); Mike Davis, “Fear and Money in Dubai,” New Left 
Review 41 (2006): 47; Roland Marchal, “Dubai: Global City and Transnational Hub,” in Transnational 
Connections and the Arab Gulf (New York: Routledge, 2004), 107–124. 

42 Marc Lavergne and Brigitte Dumortier, L’Oman Contemporain?: État, Territoire, Identité 
(KARTHALA Editions, 2002). 

43 Uzi Rabi, “Majlis Al-Shura and Majlis Al-Dawla: Weaving Old Practices and New Realities in 
the Process of State Formation in Oman,” Middle Eastern Studies 38, no. 4 (2002): 41–50. 

44 Uzi Rabi, “Majlis Al-Shura and Majlis Al-Dawla," 49. 
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and to a lesser extent about specific themes like women’s rights and health concerns 

prevalent in the Omani population because of genetic drift and heredity.45 It is hard to 

build a comprehesive, sociological perspective of what daily society is like for job 

seekers and regular citizens in Oman from the existing scholarly research because there 

are few international organizations that prioritize research funding for Oman. There is a 

need for more studies to understand the impacts of the last four or five decades of change 

and how people are coping with processes like globalization, high unemployment and 

government intitiatives like Omanization. As Steiner explains in his dissertation about 

entrepreneurship in Oman,  

While elements of the state’s subsidy-driven development have morphed 
over time—shifting, for instance, from a focus on providing jobs for 
Omanis in the government, to creating jobs in the private sector, to 
promoting self-employment and citizen entrepreneurship—the sensation 
of living through a moment of emergence, a nation about to be made 
‘modern,’ a capitalist economy not quite ready to have its training wheels 
removed, is a longstanding feature of Oman’s subsidy-driven, state-guided 
development” (p. 100).46   

The tropes of modernization and entrepreneurship are also evident in the 

interview materials that I present in the findings section where young Omani graduates 

are starting to contemplate opening their own businesses in the absence of a salaried job 

working for a private sector company or the government. 

 

                                                
45 A. Rajab et al., “Common Autosomal Recessive Diseases in Oman Derived from a Hospital-

Based Registry,” Public Health Genomics 8, no. 1 (2005): 27–30.	

46	Robin Thomas Steiner, “Between Oil Pasts and Utopian Dreams: Making State and Economy in 
Oman’s Citizen Labor Industry” (PhD diss., University of Arizona, 2018). 
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Foreign Labor and the “Gulf Paradox.” 

There is also a dearth of sociological understanding of the foreign labor question 

in Omani society; it is not clear how individual foreign migrant experiences connect with 

Omani society as a whole, and to what extent foreign workers integrate themselves into 

the domestic economy. Like other countries in the Gulf Region, Oman imports foreign 

labor despite high levels of unemployment among its own citizens. In the economic and 

employment policy literature, this reliance on foreign labor in the Gulf Region – despite 

high domestic unemployment – is referred to as the “Gulf paradox.”47 Foreigners are 

valued because employers view their skills and experience as superior, and the quality of 

their training and education is thought to be higher, whereas private-sector companies 

undervalue national workers because of perceived inadequacies in the training and 

education systems in their respective GCC countries.48  

The reliance on foreign labor is also more complicated than the space it is usually 

afforded in the literature because foreign labor was integral to the development of 

Oman’s new economy in the 1980s and 1990s.49 The government needed foreign labor to 

                                                
47	Das and Gokhale, “Localization of Labor and International Migration”; M. M. Metwally, 

“Attitudes of Unemployed GCC Citizens towards Employment in the Private Sector: A Case Study,” 
Indian Journal of Social Development 3, no. 1 (2003): 1–13; Mojca Zerovec and Marike Bontenbal, “Labor 
Nationalization Policies in Oman: Implications for Omani and Migrant Women Workers.” 

48	Hajar Hammdan Alsaidi, “Unemployment Among Digital Media Graduates From Colleges of 
Applied Sciences in the Sultanate of Oman”; Dima Mohammed Radwan, “Education for Employment: 
Omani Graduates’ Perspective toward the ‘Work Readiness’ Competencies Needed in the Labour Market” 
(The British University in Dubai (BUiD), 2014). 

49 Although the Kafala system was not a direct part of the research questions I developed and thus 
is not reflected in my research findings, another important characteristic of foreign labor markets in the 
GCC region and Oman is the Kafala system or the sponsorship system for foreign employees. The Kafala 
system treats each member of the migrant workforce as a temporary resident in the country, and a local 
citizen or a local company has to act as the kafeel who sponsors the migrant worker to maintain their work 
permits and residency visas in good standing (Craig Romano and Seeger, “Rentierism and Reform”). There 
are many critiques of the Kafala system emerging because it leaves migrant workers highly vulnerable to 
exploitation by the people who sponsor them and the companies where they work. In this system, migrant 
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implement the development plans conceived of earlier in the government because only a 

very low percentage of the native Omani population participated in the labor market at 

the time. The labor market participation of Omani citizens was still only at 18.4 percent 

in 1994, mainly due to the low participation of women and the young nature of the 

population.50 There are consequently a number of complex realities shaping the problem 

of unemployment; Omani identity is not homogeneous, and migration is part of the social 

fabric despite political efforts to undo the incorporation of foreign workers.51  

Development agencies impose the ideal of a low unemployment rate from the 

outside, as part of the development discourse put into operation by entities such as the 

IMF and the World Bank.52 More recently, the government has stepped up efforts to 

enforce Omanization policies by allowing only a certain number of foreign workers per 

corporation and fining companies in violation of the policies or applying other sanctions 

like the denial of government contracts.53 As Ennis and al-Jamali note: “Under normal 

                                                
workers cannot enter or leave countries like Oman without the permission of their employer (Andrew 
Gardner, “Engulfed: Indian Guest Workers, Bahraini Citizens and the Structural Violence of the Kafala 
System,” in The Deportation Regime: Sovereignty, Space, and the Freedom of Movement, edited by 
Nicholas De Genova and Nathalie Mae Peutz, [Durham: Duke University Press, 2010], 196-223). Also, 
despite efforts to curb reliance on foreign workers, the NCSI reports that expatriates now make up almost 
half of the Omani population (45.9 percent, as stated earlier). There are a considerable number of foreign 
workers remaining in Oman although they receive very little agency in discussions of Omani 
unemployment. As Ghosal and Porkodi point out, there is very little existing research on migrant conditions 
in Oman (Ghosal and Porkodi, “Reasons for Migration of Contract Labor to Oman,” 214). The foreign 
workers are discussed en masse as if they are only a faceless, transient and temporary population; they are 
not a subject of analysis in many articles or scholarly books, although they constitute nearly half of the 
Omani population. 

50	Winckler, “The Challenge of Foreign Workers in the Persian/Arabian Gulf,” 25.	

51	Ennis and al-Jamali, “Elusive Employment," 6.  

52 Ennis and al-Jamali, “Elusive Employment,” 5. 

53	Saleh Al Shaibany, “Anger Grows among Educated but Unemployed Young Omanis" The 
National, March 18, 2017. https://www.thenational.ae/world/anger-grows-among-educated-but-
unemployed-young-omanis-1.57016. 
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circumstances, one would expect high demand for labour to be matched by greater 

employment opportunities for the local population. The Omani labour market, however, 

has difficulty in productively absorbing new national entrants. Instead, unemployment, 

under-employment, and economic inactivity afflict the young and middle-aged segments 

of the population.”54 There is internal pressure to increase job opportunities for Omani 

citizens as well as pressure from regional powers in the GCC who are also trying to 

reduce dependence on foreign workers.55 

 

Omanization and Diversifying the Economy: Trying to Move beyond Oil and Gas. 

More recently, the government has stepped up efforts to enforce Omanization 

policies by allowing only a certain number of foreign workers per corporation and fining 

companies in violation of the policies or applying other sanctions like the denial of 

government contracts.56 There is internal pressure to increase job opportunities for Omani 

citizens as well as pressure from regional powers in the GCC who are also trying to 

reduce dependence on foreign workers. As a mutual problem, it will only be effectively 

addressed if foreign labor is reduced across the region since the availability of cheap 

labor affects the competitiveness of companies regionally and could lead multinationals 

to favor those countries that still allow cheaper foreign labor.57 

                                                
54	Ennis and al-Jamali, “Elusive Employment,” 5. 

55	Das and Gokhale, “Localization of Labor and International Migration”; Al-Zufairy, 
“Unemployment in the Gulf Countries.” 

56 Saleh Al Shaibany, “Oman Warns Private Sector over Omanisation Targets,” The National, Feb 
13, 2017. 

57	Das and Gokhale, “Localization of Labor and International Migration”; Al-Zufairy, 
“Unemployment in the Gulf Countries.” 
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While foreign workers remain highly present in Oman despite all the legislative 

efforts to increase Omanization, the Arab Spring protests provided an outlet for some 

Omanis to express their dissatisfaction with the status quo.58 At the regional level, the 

Arab Spring seemed like a genuine push for democratization as protests were wide-

spread and called for the end of specific autocratic regimes. This push for 

democratization was more muted in the case of Oman. The protests in cities like Salalah 

and Muscat were less violent and smaller in attendance than those in Tunisia in 2010 and 

Egypt in 2011. The protests in Oman were unique because the protestors were not 

demanding regime change as in the case of Egypt. Omani protestors were mobilizing to 

challenge joblessness and corruption, but there were no orchestrated calls to remove 

Sultan Qaboos’ government.59 As a whole, Omani citizens are like their neighbors in 

other Arab countries who are increasingly educated and more consumer-driven than in 

the past, but they also have competing identities in their struggle to exercise their rights 

vis-à-vis the Omani government.60  

 

Development Plans have Improved Services and Quality of Life Standards. 

Sultan Qaboos bin Said al Said’s government has made many positive, 

modernizing changes in social programs and infrastructure with the oil revenues the 

                                                
58	Radwan, “Education for Employment”; Mohamed A. Ramady, “Sultanate of Oman: Risk 

Analysis,” in Political, Economic and Financial Country Risk (Springer, 2014), 161-178; Al-Zufairy, 
“Unemployment in the Gulf Countries.” 

59 Said Sultan Al Hashimi, “The Omani Spring: Towards the Break of a New Dawn,” Arab Reform 
Brief 52 (2011): 1–9.	

60 Craig Romano and Seeger, “Rentierism and Reform”; Marc Valeri, “Oligarchy vs. Oligarchy: 
Business and Politics of Reform in Bahrain and Oman,” in Business Politics in the Middle East, ed. Steffen 
Hertog (London: Hurst, 2013), 17-42. 
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government has generated in recent decades.61 The increase in oil-based revenues 

allowed the state to pour money into infrastructure development, spurring growth in the 

construction sector as well.62 Increased revenues also allowed the state to invest heavily 

in the education system, improving access to education for all Omani citizens.63 In 

addition, there have been significant improvements in medical services across the 

country, leading to improvements in quality of life indicators for a large section of the 

population.64 The government began to make a concerted effort at diversifying the 

economy beginning in 1974, issuing a series of Five Year Development Plans including 

various government projects aimed at reducing Oman’s dependency on oil. 65 There was 

effort very early on to direct development towards the diversification of Oman’s 

economy.  

Similar Patterns in Other GCC Countries 

Scholars in the GCC region have noted similar dynamics in the employment 

sectors of countries like the United Arab Emirates, for example. Al Waqfi (2012) has 

                                                
61 Basma Mubarak Said, “The Future of Reform in Oman,” Contemporary Arab Affairs 9, no. 1 

(2016): 49–67. 

62 Craig Romano and Seeger, “Rentierism and Reform,”; Ghosal and Porkodi, “Reasons for 
Migration of Contract Labor to Oman.” 

63 Alsaidi, “Unemployment among Digital Media Graduates from Colleges of Applied Sciences in 
the Sultanate of Oman”; Marike Bontenbal and Heba Aziz, “Oman’s Tourism Industry: Student Career 
Perceptions and Attitudes,” Journal of Arabian Studies 3, no. 2 (2013): 232–248. 

64	Jill Maben et al., “Uneven Development: Comparing the Indigenous Health Care Workforce in 
Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Oman,” International Journal of Nursing Studies 47, no. 3 (2010): 392–396; 
Winckler, “The Challenge of Foreign Workers in the Persian/Arabian Gulf.” 

65	Winckler, Arab Political Demography.	
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noted that young Emiratis show a preference for public sector employment as well.66  He 

says this is due to structures in the labor market in the UAE that appear similar to the 

dynamics in Oman. Favorable wages and the employment conditions like the number of 

hours employees are expected to work make public sector employment preferable.67 

There are also local socio-cultural and institutional factors. The Emeratis have little 

exposure to the private sector, and they are skeptical at the prospect of having to lower 

their wage standards and work with more demands on their time and their labor from the 

private sector.68 The public sector has what Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner call inherent 

benefits for the Emeratis. As Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner explains, “From the 

perspective of national job seekers’ expectations, the private sector simply cannot offer 

comparable benefits and, unless forced to work there for lack of alternative means to earn 

a living, the majority will prefer to work in the public sector” (pg 625).69 The author 

                                                
66	Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner, “Of Private Sector Fear and Prejudice.” 

67 Steiner notes in his dissertation that there are a number of leveraging practices that can be tied to 
metaphors of what he calls “paternalistic social responsibility” that the Sultan himself also embodies: 
“Businesses have a responsibility to provide employment opportunities for citizens, but it is the state that is 
ultimately responsible for ensuring that businesses follow through on their social obligations and 
sufficiently contribute to its national development efforts./ In this sense, paternalistic social responsibility 
functions as an ethical metric against which organizations are evaluated. Businesses that provide large 
numbers of jobs to citizens, invest in the community, and sponsor state-guided development efforts are 
recognized as virtuous, benevolent companies more interested in modernizing the nation than their own 
bottom line (Steiner, “Between Oil Pasts and Utopian Dreams,” 57-58).  In a recent conference paper 
Biygautane et al. recognized similarly that administrative systems in the GCC region evolved based on 
deeply rooted cultural practices: “Reforming the current administrative practices will require a fundamental 
restructuring and redefinition of the roles of the public and private sectors in society upon which the 
political stability of these regimes is built and sustained” (Biygautane, Mhamed, Graeme Hodge, and Paula 
Gerber, “The Prospect of Infrastructure Public‐Private Partnerships in Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and Qatar: 
Transforming Challenges into Opportunities,” Thunderbird International Business Review 60, no. 3 (2018): 
329-346). It is possible that this is tied also to ethical, distributive principles that tie into former tribal 
responsibilities in Oman like in other countries in the region, although this last notion regarding a link to 
the traditional tribal cultural mindset has yet to be developed in any scholarly work to my knowledge. 	

68 Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner, “Of Private Sector Fear and Prejudice.” 

69 Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner, “Of Private Sector Fear and Prejudice,” 625.	
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suggests that exposure to the private sector needs to happen more systematically in the 

education system in the UAE. Transfer payments into private sector employment might 

also help to stimulate more involvement. He also notes that job seekers need to think of 

their potential wages more realistically. He also says that Emeratis should expect to make 

more sacrifices to provide what the employers in the private sector need regarding 

scheduling and productivity.70   

Kuwait has a similar dynamic but a small population and a very large oil reserve. 

According to Ali and Al-Kazemi, in Kuwait, there are approximately 1.4 million foreign 

residents relative to 900,000 Kuwaiti citizens. The number of expatriates working in the 

private sector was 96 percent in Kuwait in the early 2000s.71 Most of the expatriates take 

jobs in sectors that are not appealing to Kuwaiti citizens like construction, retail, and 

restaurants.72 Most Kuwaiti nationals prefer the public sector and managerial or 

administrative jobs. The Kuwait government subsidizes education, health, utilities, and 

other public services. The youth unemployment problem is also evident across the region. 

The share of youth unemployment in total unemployment in 2014 according to the ILO 

was at 31.7 percent in Bahrain, 63.9 percent in Kuwait, 50.7 percent in Oman, 47.4 

percent in Qatar, 41.8 percent in Saudi Arabia, and 30.4 percent in UAE.73  Oman is not 

                                                
70	Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner, “Of Private Sector Fear and Prejudice.” 

71	Center for Labor Market Research “An Inside View of the Kuwaiti Labor Market,” Work Force, 
no. 1 (September 2013): 22. 

72	Abbas J. Ali and Ali A. Al-Kazemi, “Islamic Work Ethic in Kuwait,” Cross Cultural 
Management: An International Journal 14, no. 2 (2007): 93–104.; Alessa The Manpower Problem in 
Kuwait (London: Routledge,  2017) 

73 Wasseem Mina, “Labor Market Policies and FDI Flows to GCC Countries,” SSRN Scholarly 
Paper (Rochester, NY: Social Science Research Network, April 11, 2017).	
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unique in this regard and the preference for the government sector and the large amounts 

of foreign labor are particular for the Gulf Region. 

It is also clear that youth unemployment is a problem in global terms, not just in 

the GCC region. There has been a sharp rise in youth unemployment that has many 

analysts and scholars worried about the burden this will place on society in the long term. 

Young workers in Europe and North America have a higher risk of unemployment than 

older workers, and they are more likely to experience various states of joblessness in their 

lives. They are more likely to have to use temporary jobs and precarious forms of 

employment.74 Labor market entrants also do a lot of “job-shopping” where there is high 

turnover and frequent periods of being unemployed.75 The youth today are more subject 

to demand-side fluctuations and termination of younger employees hired more recently is 

easier for companies.76 

Large levels of youth unemployment raise concerns because analysts associate 

joblessness with psychological distress and long-term financial hardships as the 

unemployed are marginalized by wider society and lack resources to continue training 

and reenter the market. The youth who suffer unemployment have seen lower wages and 

                                                
74	Glenda Quintini, John P. Martin, and Sébastien Martin, “The Changing Nature of the School-to-

Work Transition Process in OECD Countries,” IZA Discussion Papers, No. 2582, Institute for the Study of 
Labor,	2007. 

75 Robert Topel and Michael P. Ward, “Job Mobility and the Careers of Young Men,” Quarterly 
Journal of Economics 107, no. 2 (1992): 439-479. 

76 Marco Caliendo and Ricarda Schmidl, “Youth Unemployment and Active Labor Market 
Policies in Europe,” IZA Journal of Labor Policy 5, no. 1 (2016): 1; Sher Verick, “Who is Hit Hardest 
during a Financial Crisis? The Vulnerability of Young Men and Women to Unemployment in an Economic 
Downturn,” IZA Discussion Papers, No. 4359, Institute for the Study of Labor, 2009.  
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lower well-being, as well as less confidence in the labor market system overall.77 High 

and persistent levels of youth unemployment also mean less revenue for many states in 

lost taxes and social security payments and other taxes that unemployed persons are 

unable to contribute. 

O’Reilly et al. suggest there are five core characteristics distinguishing the current 

period of youth unemployment in the EU: (1) the labor market has become more flexible, 

and it is hard to have stable employment than in the past; (2) education has expanded, but 

it is not in line with the skills that employers seek. Education is still modeled on 

traditional academic disciplines and not job skills; (3) there is more youth migration in 

the European Union (EU) than in the past; (4) the work legacies of the family are another 

factor determining work experience and the resources for internships, etc.; and (5) the EU 

has significantly expanded its role, and it now promotes policies to address youth 

unemployment that sometimes are at odds or create tension with national level policies. 

These five core characteristics underscore the kind of actions that are developed to 

address youth unemployment, and they also affect how youth unemployment is 

conceptualized across the globe, as will be discussed further in my findings and results 

chapters.78 

 

                                                
77 Lisa B. Kahn, “The Long-term Labor Market Consequences of Graduating from College in a 

Bad Economy,” Labour Economics 17, no. 2 (2010): 303-316. 
78	Jacqueline O’Reilly et al., “Five Characteristics of Youth Unemployment in Europe: Flexibility, 

Education, Migration, Family Legacies, and EU Policy,” Sage Open 5, no. 1 (2015). 
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Chapter III. 

Methodology 

Originally the methodology I planned for my project was to look at the 

unemployment experience more thoroughly and as job seekers are immersed in everyday 

life by focusing on specific unemployed individuals and their families. I hoped the 

accounts from the Omani citizens and residents who are currently looking for work 

would help to paint a more detailed picture of the different pressures that Omani residents 

and nationals are facing at present. These in-depth examples would also show us what 

kind of jobs people in their twenties are finding at present and what compromises they 

are making.  

Unfortunately, while doing fieldwork, it was difficult to really connect with 

individuals and their families in the way I intended. It was hard to get Omani job seekers 

to agree to have me follow them closely or spend a lot of time at their home and with 

their families as I originally intended. I had to adapt my data gathering methods to largely 

focus on an interview style method of data collection rather than using extensive 

participant observation. 

I still used a mixed methods approach to the investigation of the unemployment 

situation in Oman, combining both a quantitative survey and qualitative interviewing to 

explore the unemployment situation from the perspective of Omani citizens and 

expatriates. There was a particular emphasis on the impressions and opinions of 

government leaders and company officials, and the way Omani youth are currently 
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experiencing unemployment in interviews directly with job seekers. Interviews with 

government officials helped me to understand the unemployment situation from a 

political perspective and to know what measures both the government and employers 

adopted or what special programs they created to try to address the emergent problem. 

Because one goal of the study is to understand current unemployment levels in the 

historical and social context in which they emerged, it was necessary to get the 

perspective of the executives of companies and those who are in positions where they 

hire young graduates. It was also important to get the perspective of the members of the 

expatriate and migrant communities that make up 45 percent of Oman’s population and 

89 percent of the private sector as they also have a unique perspective on the situation for 

Omani citizens and their abilities as work colleagues.79 I used qualitative research 

techniques to get significant information on the cultural context in which unemployment 

arises in Oman and to get a good picture of the daily experience of joblessness for current 

job seekers.  

Survey Design 

I spent a total of three months conducting field research in Oman as the primary 

source of data for this thesis. I designed and administered the survey to over 100 job 

seekers and some employed Omani youth in order to be able to assess the unemployment 

situation more broadly with a larger sample of job seekers and to compare findings with 

                                                
79 Françoise De Bel-Air, “Demography, Migration, and the Labour Market in Oman,” 2015, 

http://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/37398; Times News Service, “Number of Expats in Oman Reaches 2 
Million,” Times of Oman, April 19, 2016,  accessed July 29, 2018, https://timesofoman.com/article/81891. 
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the official data provided by the government. The survey was independently designed by 

me to compare and contrast findings. 

The survey was designed based on the insights gathered by doing in-depth field 

research and while living and working in Oman for almost one year. These different 

levels of research provide a nuanced and complex understanding of the unemployment 

dilemmas currently affecting Omani society. 

Although the survey instrument I developed is not validated because there are no  

existing validated surveys on youth unemployment that have been used in the GCC 

region (most validated instruments seem to be part of much larger census and 

government-level youth studies more broadly in Europe and North America), carrying 

out the validation process myself is beyond my personal resources and time. However, I 

studied potential questions from other surveys on unemployment that governments 

administered in the Middle East like the Egypt - Labor Market Panel Survey, ELMPS 

2012 and the Jordan – Labor Market Panel Survey, JLMPS 2010, 2016. These surveys 

were carried out in the interest of trying to capture the social changes that were occurring 

in countries like Jordan and Egypt that lead to the Arab Spring and the aftermath of those 

mobilizations. Researchers have not fully explored these changes and their social impact 

because there is a lack of reliable data on the sociological and cultural context in 

countries like Jordan, Egypt and by extension Oman, where there is not the level of 

research investigation carried out by professional researchers or support for this kind of 

research. These pioneering labor market surveys are also intended to be longitudinal. The 

Jordanian example followed the same survey takers in both the 2010 and 2016 

administrations and added a sample of migrants from Syria for example in 2016 to 
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account for this change and its effects on the labor market. Egypt will follow up with the 

same survey takers in the 2012 survey this present year when it is administered again in 

2018.80   

I shared the survey I designed with potential survey takers by sending an 

invitation email with a link to the survey in Qualtrics. The first initial respondents I met 

while conducting field research and looking for information and interviews at the 

Ministry of Manpower and the Public Authority of Manpower Registry. I asked the initial 

people I approached at the Ministry locations to please share the email and link with 

other Omani nationals they knew were unemployed, thus using a snowball sampling 

technique. 

The survey has some design flaws regarding the filters for the different questions 

and how comparable the data is between the employed and unemployed respondents.  In 

the end, there was useable data from 26 employed respondents and 76 unemployed 

respondents. One difficulty, for example, was when I asked respondents who they lived 

with and gave the option of “parents,” “grandparents,” “siblings” or “other.” It is 

interesting that the category “other” is much higher for the employed respondents, but in 

retrospect, it was an oversight that I neglected to include “spouse” as an option, and this 

might explain why “other” was chosen by many of the employed respondents. Since the 

respondents were young, I had not considered that many would already be married, 

especially perhaps among the female respondents in their late teens and early twenties.  

                                                
80 Caroline Krafft and Ragui Assaad, “Introducing the Jordan Labor market panel survey, 2016, in 

Economic Research Forum Working Paper Series (Forthcoming), (Cairo, Egypt: 2018).  
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Unemployed respondents chose the “parents” category at a higher rate than the other 

categories. This research is my first experience with survey design and administration, so 

admittedly there are some aspects of the data collection that were overlooked, and I have 

more experience administrating surveys of this nature now moving forward.   

Semi-Structured Interviews 

Current job seekers were interviewed on their employment searches using a semi-

structured interview framework. I interviewed 14 unemployed recent graduates who are 

engaged in their job search, which included seven female and seven male job seekers.  

Also, I conducted a total of 16 semi-structured interviews with government officials and 

company representatives, and one unemployment expert from Sultan Qaboos University 

(SQU) in Oman to get an overall assessment of the economy and the nature of the 

employment situation in Oman. In general, I approached company officials and 

government officials by sending an email that introduced myself and asked for 

permission to interview the official. I interviewed a total of four government officials, 

one unemployment expert, and 11 company officials in this manner. Unfortunately, I had 

some difficulty to get in touch with and interview the Minister of Manpower and the head 

of the Public Authority of Manpower Registry. The director of the Al Raffd Fund also did 

not return my messages. It is unfortunate I could not interview them as their perspective 

is key because they are at the forefront of trying to address the unemployment situation in 

Oman.  
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Coding of Interview Transcripts, Thematic Analysis Using NVivo. 

I diligently transcribed each of the interviews that were conducted with 

interviewees and added this text to the NVivo qualitative analysis program. When 

analyzing the transcripts in the software program I carried out the following phases of 

thematic analysis: (1) Familiarizing with the data, (2) Generating initial codes, (3) 

Searching for patterns or themes, (4) Reviewing themes – Checking if themes work with 

coded extracts, (5) Refining the specifics of each theme, (6) Selecting exemplifying 

extracts which back up argument.  Following this process led to the interview themes that 

I present in the findings section of my thesis: (1) the reliance on foreign labor and the 

preference for public sector jobs are regional labor dynamics, and they are not just a 

dilemma for Oman; (2) the mismatches or gaps between the different interests in the 

Omani labor market; (3) the government makes efforts to rectify the problem by 

regulating the labor market for nationals; (4) the quotas that require the hiring of Omani 

nationals places a burden on many private sector companies; and (5) finally, the 

difficulties that recent graduates experience post-graduation because of prolonged 

searches and discouraging results for their efforts. 

Limitations 

It is important to recognize this study is only an exploratory study of the Omani 

unemployment problem due to limits in terms of funding and the scope of the project. 

The time available to conduct active field research in Oman was limited to three months 

because of work and other commitments, although I gained general insight and more 

familiarity with Omani society from having lived and worked in Oman for close to a 

year. The level of immersion into Omani culture is somewhat limited compared to what 
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might occur in a more long-term study. I interviewed only a very small number of people 

among the labor poor and the employed so the results here are merely suggestive. No 

representative conclusions can be drawn from my research to date. It is hoped this 

preliminary field study will lead to more research illustrating how job seekers experience 

unemployment themselves to understand the complexity and scale of the unemployment 

problem in Oman and other GCC countries. The study was also limited to some degree 

because Oman is a closed society with a monarchical form of government. Open access 

to certain information about unemployment or the population more generally is hard to 

secure from the government in some cases. The government is able to keep some 

information private or confidential, and the public does not have a “right” to access the 

information in the same way as countries in Europe or North America. There is also a 

more general wariness of opening up to strangers among the population at large. This 

also made my interview subjects and the families I conducted field research with a little 

more reticent about my questions and my presence as a researcher. I made them 

uncomfortable by asking personal questions and trying to get them to talk about their 

difficulties. Omani people are very warm and kind but there are unspoken cultural 

barriers in that Omani family life tends to be very private, and people are not disposed to 

talk about their problems beyond the family or with their very close friends.81

                                                
81 Mark N. Katz, “Assessing the Political Stability of Oman,” Middle East Review of International 

Affairs, 8, no. 3 (Sept 2004). 
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Chapter IV. 

Findings 

This chapter will present the significant findings from the data I collected in my 

research using interview data and a survey about the unemployment situation in Oman. 

Whereas a lot of the existing scholarship on Omani unemployment focuses on structural 

factors like the economy and how Oman has had little time to develop infrastructure and 

a market-based economy compared to other countries in Europe and North America 

(because it was only after 1970 the state began to invest the revenues from recently 

discovered oil reserves to develop infrastructure and invest in the country), in my 

interviews with government officials, company representatives and unemployed youth 

(and some employed Omanis and expatriates) I was able to discover a few nuances the 

existing literature does not discuss with much depth.  

One of the structural elements that underscore the comments and opinions of the 

interviewees that I develop further below and in the Results section of my thesis involves 

situating the unemployment problem within the regional labor dynamics that are also 

evident in other GCC countries. Many of the economies that are dependent on oil 

revenues in the Gulf region like Oman have a similar dependence on foreign labor in 

many sectors, with nationals largely employed by the government sectors. 

As discussed in the introduction and literature review, Oman has actively adopted 

measures aimed at correcting this imbalance due to the high reliance on foreign labor, 

including one of the most stringent and comprehensive labor nationalization programs in 
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the GCC region called “Omanization.” Countries like Saudi Arabia and Bahrain have 

implemented similar policies to decrease their dependence on foreign labor as well.82 

Interviewees frequently mentioned the Omanization policies as a prevalent force in the 

labor market as the Omani government largely imposes these policies on companies in 

the form of quotas. The quotas stipulate a series of ideal targets that companies should 

implement to assure their staff includes at least the minimum number of Omani citizen 

employees. If they do not comply, the organization risks accumulating fines and other 

penalties like the loss of visa and work permit privileges to bring in foreign workers.  

One of the major themes to emerge from the interviews was whether the quota 

system is effective or whether it is harming the diversification of the economy more 

widely. Some of the unemployed youth, for example, were openly positive about the 

Omanization policies because they feel that migrant workers are taking up the vacancies 

and making companies less willing to hire Omani nationals. Some small business owners, 

expatriate workers, and even government officials, on the other hand, had more critical 

views of the Omanization policies and were less enthusiastic about the outcomes. 

Another major theme to come out of the interviews with more than 20 Omanis 

that I interviewed at length was that there are different angles to the unemployment 

dilemma. A number of different labor market frameworks seem partially articulated in 

the interviews; some interviewees stressed liberalism, some stressed entrepreneurship and 

some mentioned the entitlements that are part of the dynamics of a rentier state that 

                                                
82	Ashehad Faizy, “Nationalization in GCC Countries-- A Dream or Reality?,” HR Exchange 

Network, June 13, 2012; Sasha Hodgson and Darren Hanson, “Enforcing Nationalization in the GCC: 
Private Sector Progress, Strategy and Policy for Sustainable Nationalization,” Middle East Journal of 
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distributes revenues earned from oil rents to the (benefit of the) nation and its population. 

These different frameworks were used by interviewees to assess the current state of the 

labor market in Oman and to make comments about how the youth today compare to the 

youth in other countries or to their parents’ generation, for example.  

As will be developed further below, many of the Omanis I interviewed stressed 

the divergent interests that are vested in the Omani labor market using the notion there is 

a “mismatch” or a gap; these were the words that were used most frequently by various of 

my interview subjects, whether they were recent graduates, company officials, and 

government authorities. This word was used to describe breaks, gaps, or 

incommensurateness in various dimensions of the unemployment problem in Oman. For 

example, some of the interviewees used the term to describe how educational outputs do 

not match the skills that employers are seeking; but interviewees also used the term 

“mismatch” in conversations about other topics that are relevant to unemployment and 

job searches. For example, one of the company representatives I interviewed used the 

term mismatch to describe the difference in remuneration and benefits in the private 

sector versus the public sector; while yet another interviewee used the word 

“mismatches” to describe differences in the protocols for Oman’s foreign and national 

worker quota system. In the findings below, I will discuss more fully how the 

interviewees used the notion of mismatch. In the Results section of the thesis, I will 

analyze more deeply how different actors use the notion of a mismatch to describe the 

dynamics of the labor market in Oman and give more analysis about these claims of 

incommensurateness. 
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Finally, as another part of my findings, I will also discuss the unemployment 

experiences of the job seekers themselves who I interviewed. In their efforts to find 

employment at present in Oman, the job seekers talk of difficulties in getting responses to 

their applications and finding opportunities in their area of specialization. In the Results 

section of the thesis, I will use these interviews with job seekers and their survey 

responses to help flesh out potential avenues of further research on the unemployment 

problems in Oman. In summary, there are five sections below that concentrate on the 

major themes in my interview findings: the regional labor dynamics, the mismatches or 

gaps that emerge in the Omani labor market, the government efforts to rectify the 

problem by regulating the labor market for nationals, the quotas placing a burden on 

many private sector companies, and finally, the difficulties that recent graduates 

experience post-graduation because of prolonged searches and discouraging results for 

their efforts. What is happening now is that many are turning to internships and other 

forms of experience building to help bridge the gaps or mismatches that employers say 

are evident in terms of experience. The last two themes dealing with the unemployed 

youth will also be drawn out using data from a survey I administered to recent Omani 

graduates. 

Regional Labor Dynamics: Oil Driven Development and Expatriates Dominating the 

Private Sector. 

Although it may seem anomalous to those who are not familiar with the Gulf 

Region that a country can suffer from high unemployment but still have an influx of 

foreign and migrant workers, this situation is not unique to Oman. It is a characteristic of 

many of the GCC labor markets. A number of the people I interviewed echoed this by 
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noting that the dependence on expatriate labor is a regional dilemma especially in the oil-

producing states of the Persian Gulf, it is not a dynamic that is exclusive to just Oman. 

One recent graduate stressed the cultural similarities between the different GCC 

countries, saying:  

Female interviewee: “It's supposed not to be a very big difference between 
us and them. We are all sharing the same,  

Interviewer: Cultural…  

Female interviewee: Yes, the same culture, maybe,  

Interviewer: I understand. So, you think that it's similar to what is 
happening in the neighboring countries.  

Female interviewee: Yes. 

 
Likewise, as one official on the Shura Council described, there is also a similarity 

in labor markets because of the dependence on oil rents in many of the GCC countries.83 

The oil industry generated revenue for governments, but the local populations largely 

lacked the needed technological knowhow in the early decades of development in GCC 

countries. It was expatriates who were brought in to work for the oil companies and 

construction firms who were quickly building all the infrastructure for the new burst of 

economic development. The government also expanded at a rapid pace in the first few 

decades, and this is where rentier relationships were created between citizens and the 

State because national revenues come from the sale of national resources. Those Omani 

citizens with the skills to help administer the new state, who were educated abroad 

primarily or who otherwise gained training and experience by administrating their own 

                                                
83	The Shura Council is a consultative assembly that is common as part of many governments in 

the Middle East.   
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businesses among the more prominent families in Muscat and other Omani cities, were 

absorbed into the government sector in the early decades of oil economy development in 

Oman. The official on the Oman Shura Council who I interviewed also explained how:  

Oman as well as the GCC, those countries, who are relying on oil and gas 
throughout the past five decades since the introduction of oil in 
Oman, unfortunately, we rely on oil and gas, since then. And most of the 
Omanis its became (sic) like a culture that they will be working in the 
government, and that's the fact. 

This government official notes that the preference for government jobs is a regional 

problem facing the governments of GCC countries.  The same point about the preference 

for government jobs being “like a culture” in the Shura Council representative’s 

comments above was framed a little differently by an expatriate company official who 

spent many years working in the oil and gas sector in Oman. He focused on the aversion 

on the part of citizens to work in certain sectors like construction, service jobs, or retail in 

countries like Oman. He explained that Omani nationals can also avoid lower paying 

work because of the large presence of unskilled migrant labor, another characteristic of 

the economies in the Gulf region. The unskilled migrants receive lower wages, but they 

willingly take up work in construction and services, for example, because of the lack of 

viable and well-paying work in their home countries. The presence of so many foreign 

workers allows many Omanis to avoid having to take positions in the kinds of jobs they 

consider too strenuous or exploitative because they involve manual labor or they are low 

paid. 

Furthermore, a number of the interviewees also stated that youth unemployment is 

a global problem that is not just unique to the GCC region. One of the government 

officials interviewed said they did not feel that Oman’s unemployment problem was 

exceptionally bad; the difficulty in absorbing recent graduates into the economy is almost 
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worldwide and is also common in many of the late capitalist markets of today. Countries 

like England, France, and Spain have also seen high levels of youth unemployment. 

Indeed, one expatriate executive at an oil company that I interviewed was from Europe, 

and in his interview, he likened Oman’s unemployment problems to what the youth are 

experiencing in his home country in the UK and also mainland Europe as well, where 

unemployment rates are very high for young job seekers in many countries. Whereas 

other GCC countries like Bahrain and Qatar have smaller native populations, Oman has a 

relatively large and demographically young native population that further complicates the 

employment scenarios for the youth in Oman. In a recent paper on the personalization of 

State power that is critical of the Sultan, Marc Valeri states that 84 percent of Oman’s 

population was born after 1970 and 70 percent after 1980.84 The education and training 

system is producing a lot of graduates all the time who continue to enter the job market in 

Oman, and this dynamic will probably increase as the growth rate remains high. 

The interviewees also identified cultural factors that add to the unemployment 

dilemma in Oman. For example, the official statistics and the academic literature on 

unemployment in Oman make it clear there is much higher unemployment among 

women, although in my interviews there were some company officials who said women 

were often better workers and better qualified candidates than their male counterparts. 

The Sultan himself was also frequently mentioned in reference to the employment of 

women because he has actively sought to create more opportunities for women and there 

is no legislation in Oman that actively prevents the participation of women in certain job 

                                                
84 Marc Valeri, “Simmering unrest and succession challenges in Oman," Middle East Review of 

International Affairs, 8, No. 3 (Sept 2004). 
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categories, unlike countries like Kuwait for instance where it is even legislated that 

women should not work night shifts, for example, or do any work that is hard or 

dangerous or requires travel.85 The choices that women make to try to balance their 

different responsibilities to family and their own livelihood also limits the sectors in 

which women tend to enter in Oman, favoring sectors like banking and government jobs, 

as well as the field of education where women are very highly represented according to 

interviewees and supporting materials 86 There is a need to do empirical research with 

young Omani women as they enter the employment market and make choices in terms of 

their livelihood and careers. More research will help to explore strategies for making 

employment more amenable for women and the family responsibilities they usually must 

also assume. 

Mismatch: Gaps Emerging in the Omani Labor Market 

The term “mismatch” was often used by many of the different actors I 

interviewed to describe dilemmas in the labor market. Various of the corporate 

executives I interviewed noted weaknesses in the education system in Oman and the 

graduates it produces because they lack the kinds of skill sets that are needed by 

employers. It was the company authorities who used the word mismatch, or dislink, or 

gap when they discussed their hiring decisions and their views on the skill set of many of 

the recent graduates. As one interviewee explained,  

                                                
85 Shea Garrison, “Kuwaiti Female Labor Force Participation: Agency and Development 

Sustainability in Kuwait,” (PhD diss., Tulane University, 2015). 

86 Maryam Al Hasani, “Women’s Employment in Oman.”	
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I mean my observation about unemployment is like, you know? 
Somewhere I feel though like, you know, the youth here are educated, but 
probably they are not ready for the kind of job that is available in the 
market, okay? Probably there is somewhere a dislink between the 
education and the job. So that is the reason like you know whenever we're 
trying to recruit somebody, we find that they don't have the relevant 
knowledge or the relevant experience.  

There were 10 of my interviews that mentioned this sense of there being a mismatch, and 

the word mismatch was not in my question prompts, the interviewees themselves 

spontaneously used mismatch or a closely related word like “gap” to talk about the lack 

of skills of recent graduates. The following quote from another interview mentions 

mismatch and also that the problem with student training is global, it is not just Oman:   

The way I look at the Oman economy and the employment situation is like 
this. I don't think there is an issue of unemployment; I think it's more of an 
issue of skill sets, availability of skill sets, and the requirements of skill 
sets. So, there's a strong mismatch of skill set availability. I won't say that 
this is something very peculiar to Oman, I think this phenomena is very 
much there across the world. That the education system produces a set of 
people who probably does not really straightaway fit into what the 
industry is looking for. So probably there's a fairly strong gulf or divide 
between what the education, the education system offers and what the 
industries look for, for taking people as their, you know, their entry level, 
entry level, entry level employees.  

But there were also contrasting views that show the different angles emerging about the 

labor market dilemmas. For example, there was pushback on this notion of a mismatch 

between the education sector and the labor market especially from a representative of the 

education sector:  

Everybody talks about [the mismatch between education and the job 
market], but coordinate for what? Because those young people deserve 
education. So, you can't really, if you talk about the mismatch between job 
requirements, that's, that's nonsense because, you know, the idea is you 
graduate a well-rounded graduate, you can work any job. There will be 
some specific jobs that can, that needs specialized person, but then that 
could be bridged with training. However, what's happening, is that we're 
just not creating enough jobs for Omanis. We're creating enough jobs, full 
stop. But not for Omanis, and this is the problem. 
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Yet, despite the insightful critique of those who say that university education is of little 

use to the current job market made by the official from the Ministry of Education above, 

the idea there is a mismatch is a powerful one and I heard it frequently in my interviews 

with others. For example, another expatriate interviewee explained that the skill set of 

Omani recruits are lacking along with their desire to stay on the job in the private sector. 

A high-level executive of a prominent oil company with interests in Oman said that the 

experience of younger people is one of the biggest challenges with trying to hire more 

Omanis: “The difference between experience and book learning” is why there is a need 

for expatriates who have concrete work experience in his view.  

The massification of higher education is creating an oversupply of university 

graduates in many societies around the world and Oman society is also experiencing a 

similar dynamic, albeit being an oil-based economy with rentier-like ties that 

predominate, the State and citizen relations also make the dynamics of employability 

different than for students in Europe or North America. The skepticism surrounding the 

quality of Omani education and the skills that its graduates acquire is another layer of the 

ambivalence about the job market for today’s youth in Oman. Although education should 

have its own intrinsic value that is not necessarily tied to employability in the labor 

market, at the same time the job search is the expected next step after graduation; there is 

an implicit link between education and employment. As will be discussed further in the 

Results section, the message that is still directly given to young students is that a 

university education does matter. Education level and different degrees and certificates 

are qualifications that applicants continue to include on CVs or résumés. Universities 

themselves have changed in the last 30 years with increasing neoliberalization and 
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viewing students more as consumers of undergraduate degrees has also helped to build 

and shore up the implicit links between university and employability.  

“The Government is Trying.”  

There are a number of ideas circulating to try to bridge the gap between the 

government and private sector, and also to improve the retention rates of Omanis 

nationals in private sector work. There are calls to subsidize private sector positions, so 

they are more attractive for Omanis. In order to encourage incentives that will lower the 

level of attrition from private sector jobs by Omani citizens, a Temporary Committee was 

established by the Shura Council to make recommendations on unemployment. There are 

calls to provide special grants of 5000 riyals for marriage in the effort to make private 

sector work more amenable to Omani nationals, as the Shura council interviewee told me. 

He outlined a rather elaborate proposal offering different incentives that might be offered 

to job seekers in our interview. In addition to the marriage grant, the committee suggested 

a parcel of land as well and a subsidy of income that begins at 150 riyals a month and is 

subsequently reduced and phased out after 5 years if the Omani national stays employed 

in the private sector. The benefits and incentives would not be available to public sector 

employees. These benefits are a strategy aimed at curbing the amount of attrition often 

seen where an Omani national working in the private sector will leave their job when 

they find public sector work. The commentary from the political figure above shows that 

there are ideas in circulation about how to address some of these specific features of 

Omani unemployment. There are efforts being discussed to assure private sector 

employers that hiring Omani citizens is not a burden on company resources and there are 

proposed  incentives for the Omani employee also to remain with a firm and to not 
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change for the first job that seems more attractive either in time commitment, job 

requirements or salary. 

It is clear from these examples that the Omani government is in a tense position. 

The old model where most citizens who wanted to work were employed by the 

government is unsustainable moving forward, but there seem to be many levels where 

younger citizens are still hoping for a job that is stable and pays a higher wage like the 

positions in the government that were available to many Omanis in their parents’ 

generation. Will the current young Omani graduates find meaningful work in the private 

sector that remunerates them at the levels they desire or expect? How will the dilemma 

continue to emerge as more young Omani nationals graduate each year?  

Burdening the Private Sector with Quotas 

There were also a lot of critiques in the interviews of Omanization as it is 

presently implemented as a quota system. As one government functionary explained, 

although the quotas are established by joint committees that include private sector 

interests in retail and other sectors in addition to government representatives, the 

interviewee said the quotas are set on “unrealistic expectations” without considering the 

quality of the candidate and the potential turnover. There is also little consideration of 

how reaching certain targets affects individual companies. As the official explained, 

“Nationalization tends to be problematic because, again, they are a kind of affirmative 

action and affirmative action tends to have its drawbacks, it creates disincentives. It does 

not encourage people to actively seek jobs as they should.” Another expatriate 

interviewee who has experience hiring Omani candidates in the law firm where she 

works explained that the skill set of Omani recruits, along with their desire to stay on the 



 

52 

jobs in the private sector are lacking. There was some consensus among a number of the 

interviewees that Omanization places a burden on companies, although this is not 

unilateral; there are sectors where Omanization seems to have worked well, like the oil 

and gas industry and banking. These industries tend to have higher revenues, and they 

can extensively train their staff and pay the higher salaries that Omani citizens expect. 

Yet in many other industry sectors, the Omanization process is more difficult as Omani 

citizens are less willing to accept lower pay and working conditions that are less than 

ideal.  

One interviewee described an Omanization scenario where it is not as simple as 

just hiring more Omanis. The government, in fact, is in many cases the client in Oman for 

many of the private companies who come to carry out infrastructure development in 

logistics, for example, or tourism in Oman, as it is often the Omani government that 

finances the biggest development projects. The interviewee who was discussing this 

dynamic described different levels where there is not enough coordination or follow-

through. For example, on a single project, it may be the Ministry of Commerce and 

Industries that awards the contract to a private company, the Ministry of Transport and 

Communication that regulates the work, and the Ministry of Manpower that insists on a 

certain number of Omanis contracted on the project. What often happens, according to 

the interviewee, is that the private company cannot find the right Omanis with the skills 

and commitment to the work, and so there are delays in the project, and the private 

company has to bring in expatriate labor anyway to finish the project, sometimes even by 

paying the fines for visa violations and not meeting the quotas that were a threat to them 

in the first place. Omanization policies insist that companies hire a certain quota of 
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Omani workers, but this affects projects that are run by many of the private companies 

adversely and also other branches of government in the sense that projects are delayed. 

As the interviewee herself explained, 	

…the Ministry of Commerce and Industries is awarding a contract, the 
Ministry of Transport and Communication is the regulator, and then the 
Ministry of Manpower comes in, no ministries work together, and people 
lying on different visas, the Ministry is totally aware about this, 
expatriates don't even need a resident visa, they just bring them and ask 
expatriates to go, so where is Omanization? It is left unfulfilled, left 
unachieved on one hand. And then expatriates finished the project with a 
delay and then get back, and then the government sits and deals with the 
project delays. So, and the delay was all caused by recruiting the people to 
the right job. So, we have not really achieved anything at the end of the 
day by introducing this Omanization.  

She notes that in trying to hire Omani citizens, the companies experience setbacks on 

their projects and end up having to bring in expatriate labor anyway in order to complete 

the project in this counterproductive scenario. Thus, there needs to be more “follow-

through” on how the policies are implemented. The policies as designed are not really 

bringing Omanization to bear on the companies in the private sector. They are just 

making it harder to hire foreign workers but the biases that private sector employers have 

against Omani workers continue, and the Omani workers continue to expect (and have an 

existing right to) higher wages and benefits than foreign employees. The same 

interviewee as above added, “I think the Omanization policy should not be like imposed. 

It should be like a working platform for both Ministries and the private. It should be like 

an incentive to the foreign companies instead of imposing them, like penalizing them for 

like if you want to establish in this country this is the penalty you get.” In sum, a large 

part of the problem is the skill set of Omani recruits not meeting what the labor market 

needs, and how the willingness of young Omanis to stay on the job in the private sector is 
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lacking. The interviewee who works in a legal office says that the restrictions that the 

Omani government places are a deterrent to foreign investment where some of her clients 

decide not to carry out projects in Oman because of the restrictions, which hurts private 

sector job creation and the diversification the government is also seeking. 

Difficulties Post-Graduation and Prolonged Searches 

Whereas the government officials and company representatives generally spoke 

of the structural problems that are inherent in the unemployment dilemma in Oman, in 

my interviews with young Omani job seekers, it became clear that post-graduation is a 

difficult time for many of the job seeking interviewees with whom I spoke. As one 

female unemployed youth who majored in food science explained, there is not a lot of 

assistance for the transition to the job market after graduation. She found that after her 

graduation many of her assumptions about finding work were wrong. The female 

interviewee explained some of this below: 

Female Interviewee: “once I graduate, I was, I was like um, so, I didn't 
have a vision. And I thought that everyone will all call me and so on. But 
after long time and staying at home, I thought, but I have to do something 
with myself, in case if they didn't call me. I keep in...”  

Interviewer:  Getting update, you update your status? 

Female Interviewee: “Yes. I registered in so many, in so many jobs but 
some of them they don't reply and others they call me, but there's... I think 
misunderstanding, understanding my major.” 

Interviewer: “Okay. So, you think that the people or the employers, that 
are requesting your appearance for the interviews, they are 
misunderstanding your presence.” 

Female Interviewee: “Yes, they call me for jobs for tourism or hospitality, 
but I am, no, I'm, I didn't study that.” 
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Here we have an example of the job seeker herself pointing to a mismatch 

between her major at the university and what kind of jobs were in demand from her 

experience. In her case, she was getting calls for interviews in the tourism industry, but 

her degree was more in the food sciences, and she wanted a job doing catering or lab 

work that deals directly with food and nutrition. 

This recent graduate’s comments above also reflect another theme that a number 

of interviewees mentioned. A number of the youth job seekers were disconcerted when 

they had difficulty finding work in their specialization. For example, a male unemployed 

interviewee explained the difficulties he had experienced in transitioning into the job 

market. He was still in limbo having not found a position in agricultural sciences, which 

was his field. Because he was still without work, he continued to pursue research 

assistantships at the university so he could continue to acquire more skills. A number of 

the recent graduates interviewed continued on with coursework and internship type 

arrangements hoping to be able to secure a job eventually and earn a wage. 

Male Interviewee: “Actually the government... first of all, the government 
should learn the, for example, the job seekers for the, for graduation and 
support them as much as the government job, for the just for the short 
term, for the short time. It's impossible to support the or support; it's 
impossible for the government to support us for the long time.”  

One of the government officials who I interviewed explained, however, that providing 

support to recent job seekers in the way the youth was asking above provides 

disincentives. Having such a program would make the job seekers less motivated to find 

positions, “…there is no technically unemployment insurance, and nor should there be for 

job seekers who are first-time job seekers it does not make any sense to do so because 

you will create further disincentives.” In this official’s assessment, job seekers are lapsing 
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into some of the disincentives that the quota system and preferential hiring can bring 

when they fail to be more active in seeking out positions or when they turn down offers 

that are not in their area of specialization. 

It is only recently in the last decade or so that Oman has experienced a generation 

of well-educated youth who have invested a lot of personal and family resources into 

studying for specific careers and areas of expertise, but who still have difficulties in 

securing employment. There is significant ambivalence in the way that many Omani 

youth are presently holding out for better employment that meets their salary expectations 

and their career aspirations. 

Furthermore, in an interview question that asked interviewees their opinion 

regarding different unemployment figures ranging from just under 7 percent to 15 percent 

and even as high as 24 percent, interviewees responded there was some tension in how 

unemployment is defined. In the definition used by the Ministry of Manpower in Oman 

for instance, you need to be actively seeking work to be considered part of the 

unemployed. Yet this is minimizing the gravity of the situation without really addressing 

it with proactive policies or as a social problem.  

Internships and Other Forms of Experience Building 

 It is also evident from these two young job seekers that internships and training 

are increasingly common in this generation of university graduates. An architecture 

graduate that I interviewed also spoke about the importance of internships and further 

training to her eventually securing other employment:  
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I officially graduated at, in the, in January 2016, so I start looking for a job 
in February. I start searching for a job, but I didn't find -- all opportunities 
that I found was training opportunities. So, I got training in a couple of 
offices. First, I joined Lasry architects, and I stayed there for three months. 
And then I started participating in different competitions and those things, 
just to develop my skills and not to lose any of the skills that I gained from 
studying in the university. After that I, I find another training in another 
job in another company and I stayed there for one month. After that, I 
joined the third company which was Blocks Design. I stayed with them as 
a trainee for three months, and then they offered me a job and [speaking 
Arabic] I'm employed with them. 

Internships or apprenticeships were often mentioned as one means of trying to bridge 

some of the emerging gaps in the labor market, even by the executives and government 

representatives that I interviewed. A functionary with the Department of Education 

explained that internships help give candidates more skills when it comes to hiring 

decisions. Also, he felt that the supervisors or mentors of those who help to train interns 

or apprentices also deserve an official recognition or even merit points or some form of 

compensation for their work at mentoring and coaching.  

Job Seeker’s Stories: Seeking Stability and Work in their Specialty. 

Another frequent theme in the job aspirations of the young job seekers and the 

ambivalence they feel towards the job market was stability. For example, one male 

interviewee said there were many obstacles as job seekers and that most Omani people 

want to work in the government. The interviewee was wary of the private sector, 

although he could see the benefit of gaining experience in the private sector for the 

future, as the government promotes the private sector as the future source of most 

employment as Omani society continues to evolve. As the interviewee explains in the 

private sector it is harder to “secure myself for the future,”:  
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When we talk about the private sector, there is, or there are more 
advantages and disadvantages about it. For example, one of the most 
advantages about the private sectors, it actually gives us many features. 
And it, and it also gives us many, many new things to real [inaudible]for 
the future or for the, or for the works itself in the company [inaudible]. On 
the other hand, the disadvantages about the private sectors. It is, I cannot 
secure myself for the future. So that's, the big, the big, all of the big 
obstacles for us. When we talk about the government sector, it is actually 
very, very good, okay, to work on it. Because it can, because it's, or I can 
secure myself for the future. But on the other hand, for example, there is 
disadvantages. I can't [inaudible] many things when I work in the 
government sectors, so actually the [inaudible] difficulties, okay. Until this 
me and my graduate students, we discuss ourselves to go, we discuss, we 
discussed to go to the Minister to the Agriculture and Marine Science, and 
we already meet him. And he said to us there is no job in the government 
at all. 

So, the agricultural science student actually went to the Minister of Agriculture and 

Marine Science to ask about employment with some of his peers. The same job seeker 

explained that in the sector he majored in, he had difficulties finding any work in the 

private sector in Oman because the private sector companies are small in the agriculture 

sector. He and his peers are also qualified as agricultural engineers, and there is no need 

in these companies for that skill set, he explained. The graduate recounted how, “me and 

my friends we went to the [inaudible] companies for the interview, but we, but we went 

to... when we going to the companies, okay, they give us an exam but that exam not 

matching our majority [sic]. We are [inaudible] science we are working in agriculture. 

But their exam was in civil and then the chemicals, so how we can believe that?” This 

explanation by this recent graduate points to one of the mismatches that the female food 

science student also pointed to in her inability to get hired. It was only tourism and 

hospitality firms that gave her interview opportunities, but she was more directly 

interested in food preparation and the food business, which was her major. The young 
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graduates are disconcerted when they cannot find positions in their area of specialization, 

and this reality is not communicated well to the graduates while they are students.  

 

Moving Jobs and Having Trouble Even in Strong Sectors.  

The preliminary telephone interviews I conducted in the spring of 2017 with 

Omani job seekers also provided some insights into the recent dynamics of the 

unemployment situation in Oman. One interviewee found her first employment in the 

public sector, although she has now moved to the private sector to become an employee 

of Halliburton Worldwide, having changed jobs already three times in her short career. It 

took her six months to find employment initially, and she described some of her friends 

who also had difficulties and took much longer than her to find work. The sort of account 

shows us again some of the ways that in everyday practice there are examples of people 

who do find success in the private sector and they make a choice to go that route instead 

of the public sector. There is thus an official discourse about the “culture” of preferring 

the government sector positions that is in itself powerful.  

Another telephone interviewee from early in my research described the struggles 

his own brother had in finding a position even though he is a petroleum engineer, 

meaning his brother is qualified to work in a sector where there should be high demand 

for skilled Omani nationals. As explained earlier in the literature review and the 

introduction and mentioned in the findings from other interviews, there are government 

policies that prioritize the employment of Omani citizens and penalize the companies that 

do not comply.  
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One of my interviewees is a university graduate who studied abroad in the United 

States. He worked in the past as a truck driver, a job he managed to get via someone he 

knows. He says now with his degree from abroad he hopes to find work with the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs or a job with the military. The interviewee said in his interview that he 

was prepared to wait for a government job as they are competitive with many applicants. 

Although he planned to register with the Ministry of Manpower in order to aid in his job 

search, in his interview, the interviewee said he does not personally know anyone who 

received a job via the Ministry of Manpower’s registry, one of the job-seeking steps that 

all of my jobseeking interviewees complied in doing, where the Omani government is 

supposed to link job seekers with available positions.  

Another interviewee was from Kazakhstan, and his mother is married to an 

Omani citizen. He has lived in Oman for a long time, although Omani law makes it very 

difficult to acquire Omani citizenship for non-Omani citizens like him, and he cannot 

appeal to the government programs to help the unemployed because he is not considered 

Omani, even though he remembers little about his own country and finds himself more 

familiar with Omani culture. His mother has a small physical therapy clinic, and his 

stepfather runs a tourism business of small beachside camps. The interviewee has 

managed to find work first as an operations manager at a coffee retailer, then more 

currently as an assistant driver at an oil field, although with the economic downturn in 

Oman, he says his boss was facing bankruptcy.  

Survey Findings 

I also administered an online survey where there is useable data from 26 

employed respondents and 76 unemployed respondents. In trying to analyze the survey 
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results, I realized there were a number of design flaws in the way I developed the survey 

that made the question responses and my findings less rigorous than they could have been 

if I had anticipated these issues before I administered the survey (please see the 

methodology section where I discuss some of these limitations in detail). I designed the 

survey with two separate administrations, one for the employed respondents and one for 

unemployed respondents. For the employed respondents, half were female, and half were 

male. In the unemployed sample of respondents, the results were very similar for the 

gender of the respondents, with just over 50 percent being female respondents. In the 

unemployed respondents, 76 percent were in the 18-25 years age group, and almost 19 

percent were in the 26-30 years age group.  The employed respondents were more 

balanced in this regard, with roughly 35 percent being in the young 18-25 range and 38 

percent in the 26 to 30 percent range.   

One mistake I made when designing the survey is that I did not include enough 

options to some of the question responses like “whom do you live with,” because many 

of the respondents, especially in the employed group, answered that they live with 

“Others.” Asking more specifically or giving respondents a write in category for the 

“Other” category would have been more informative and would have helped me piece 

together more specifically the characteristics of the young Omani graduates who were 

surveyed and to articulate how unemployment impacts their daily lives.   

Residence with “others” is higher for employed than unemployed. 

Respondents who indicated they were presently employed gave the response 

“other” with much greater frequency than the unemployed group, although there are a lot 

who reported still living with their parents in both groups.   
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Table 1, Employed Responses to “Living with Whom” Question. 

Parents 46.15% 12 

Grandparents 3.85% 1 

Siblings 7.69% 2 

Other 42.31% 11 
 

As discussed above, one flaw in my question design was that I neglected to include 

“spouse” or “living alone” as options so “other” can mean a range of options. This makes 

it more difficult to interpret significance from the findings themselves, but it is interesting 

the “other” category is much higher for employed persons taking the survey than the 

unemployed group where only 14.47 percent of respondents answered they lived with 

other relatives. In the unemployed category, respondents selected “parents” at a higher 

rate than the “other” category. I assume this means that more of the employed 

respondents are married or living independently, but this would have to be confirmed 

with more follow up research. 

Table 2: Unemployed Responses to “Living with Whom” Question 

Answer % Count 

Parents 63.16% 48 

Grandparents 10.53% 8 

Siblings 11.84% 9 

Other relatives 14.47% 11 

Total 100% 76 
 

Of the survey responses, the most informative questions given the aims of my research on 

daily experiences of unemployment were (1) what the unemployed respondents are doing 
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each day, and (2) how they have been supporting themselves without paid employment. 

These were open ended responses where the respondents wrote in their own response 

instead of choosing from a range of options provided by the researcher. Another survey 

question that meshes well with the interview data are the suggestions from respondents to 

improve the employment situation in Oman. The question I included about what their 

parents and  grandparents do or did in terms of livelihood and career is also informative, 

although, this question could have been designed with more filters to help get more 

useable and reliable data because of language issues and understanding the nature of the 

question for the respondents for whom English is a second language.  

Unfortunately, in examining the responses to the question about parents and 

grandparent’s livelihoods, many respondents wrote just about their parents and not their 

grandparents’ generation because they wrote in their responses to this question and there 

was no forced response specifically or exclusively for the grandparents. I have included a 

table of the results to this question in the appendix because it shows an interesting mix of 

government, the private sector and self-employment showing that maybe a historical 

assessment of Omani career paths will show the dependence on the government is not as 

high as is represented in the statistics that are available. Many of the graduates I surveyed 

indicated their parents had sometimes even both businesses and government jobs. 

The question that asked survey respondents what they have mainly been doing 

while looking for a job got 67 responses from unemployed respondents. As can be seen in 

Table 3, the majority of respondents indicate they stay at home, with 28.5 responses 

(some survey takers mentioned two of the activities, so some activities received half 

points.) 
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Table 3: What have you mainly been doing while looking for a job? (What do you do 
throughout the day)? 

Stay home Freel
ance 

Study Work 
for 
family 
business 

Part 
time 
work 

Help 
friends’ 
business 

Work in 
own 
business 

Further 
training 

Research 
Assistant 

Total 

28.5 2.5 11.5 9 .5 2 3.5 7.5 
 

2 67, 
two 
null 

Includes 
parenting, 
taking care 
of  
grandparents 
and hobbies, 
“nothing.” 

 Includes 
Universi
ty, 
business
, and 
online 
courses 

    Includes 
self-
educating, 
training in 
different 
government 
sectors 

  

 

It is also noteworthy that there are a number of unemployed respondents who are working 

in family businesses, helping friends with the businesses or freelancing and indicated in 

Table 3. 

The other question that was most useful for the study was the question about how 

the young job seekers were supporting themselves. The results show that most of the 

support comes from parents and other family members.  
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Figure 1: How have you been supporting yourself without paid employment? Please 

select all that apply. 

 

# Answer % Count 

1 Support from parents 53.27% 57 

2 Support from other family members 31.78% 34 

3 Government support 6.54% 7 

4 Charitable support 1.87% 2 

5 Other (please specify) 6.54% 7 

 Total 100% 107 
There are a number of different dilemmas that arise out of the findings that show there is 

an ambivalence about changing the status quo and moving forward and really embracing 

some of the proposed solutions regarding the unemployment problem. Although some 

young Omani job seekers are successful at finding employment, others are lingering and 

having difficulty. It is also clear that statistical data in the region is not very accurate and 
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there is not a lot of research carried out demographically about the Omani population and 

even less in regards to Omani society and daily life. One interviewee commented on the 

statistics and official numbers of unemployed, he said that he can see the unemployment 

in his surroundings and that it is painful for him. 

 I don't know what the number is, and that is a problem to tell you the 
truth. Is it 10 percent, is it 5 percent, is it 15 percent? I have no, all I know 
is it is higher than it should be. That I know. Because I don't need the 
statistics to tell me that my cousins or my neighbors in the village are not 
finding... I see them; they don't have jobs. And when they come and ask 
me to find them a job that's painful. So, I don't need no statistics to tell me 
that. But, as far as the, the finesse of coming up with a number, you can 
have any number/ I bet today if you go to any country and they tell you 
what is their employment, it is like a big secret box people are worried to 
spill it out.  

Although my survey findings are not generalizable to all Omani job seekers and there are 

questions of validity that are raised as well because this research is self-supported and the 

resources to carry out the study were limited, it does give some important suggestions for 

future research that will be discussed more fully in the Results chapter that follows. 

Recent Omani graduates tend to live with the parents if they are recently graduated and 

unemployed. They also rely on their parents for support. It is also noteworthy that many 

of the respondents do work in family businesses or study or train while they try to find 

work. It is especially interesting why freelancing for example or working for a family 

business is not considered being employed; these recent graduates put themselves in the 

unemployed category. It is also interesting that many parents had numerous jobs – they 

worked, and they ran their own businesses for example. Also, given the responses about 

their parents’ livelihoods and careers, the private sector seems to be represented in a 

much higher degree than the official accounts of their being a high dependence on the 

public sector for work in the past for Omani nationals. 
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Chapter V 

Results 

In this chapter, I discuss and interpret the findings from my interviews with 

Omani government officials, company representatives and the survey and interview data I 

have from young Omani job seekers and recent graduates. I compare and contrast my 

findings with what is already established in the literature on Omani unemployment and 

especially the empirical studies that have been undertaken on Omani youth and university 

graduates. Although the scope of the empirical research carried out for this thesis is small 

and cannot be considered representative or generalizable to the Omani population at 

large, the present research serves as a preliminary, exploratory study that is meant to 

suggest future lines of more intensive research into the unemployment problem in Oman 

and perhaps other countries in the GCC region. 

As has already been established earlier in the introduction and literature review, 

within the state-led model of development adopted by Oman, there was initially a great 

reliance on foreign labor but little effort to adequately promote job market preparation for 

Omani citizens in the first few decades of the Sultan Qaboos government. As the 

educational opportunities increased, there was little direction provided for university 

students regarding their chosen major, which was often out of step with industry 

demands.87 The population growth has created an increasing demand for employment as 

                                                
87 Alsaidi, “Unemployment among Digital Media Graduates from Colleges of Applied Sciences in 

the Sultanate of Oman,” ix.	
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more Omani citizens finish their education and begin looking for work. The statistics 

show that there are 30,000 new students who graduate every year,88 but one of  my 

government official interviewees said that number is now as high as 50,000 new students 

graduating every year, and the unemployment problem for young, inexperienced 

graduates is only growing.  

Hajar Hammdan Alsaidi completed a study among Omani digital media graduates 

in 2010 and 2011 and found that only 8 of 103 graduates from the program were 

working, and this despite apparent demand for workers with digital media skills. The 

quality of education and teaching in the programs appears to be low (or at least the 

perception among employers is that the quality is low), and (the perception is that) Omani 

graduates are not taught other essential skills that make them ammenable employees. 

There is thus a need to improve the nature of training according to Alsaidi and my 

interviewees in the private sector. It is noteworthy that Alsaidi also used the word 

mismatch to describe the gap between the education that students receive and the 

expectations of the labor market like many of my interviewees as was discussed in my 

Findings chapter. 

In Alsaidi’s study, the skills the digitial media programs were teaching to the 

students did not meet the expectations of the industry, although Alsaidi also interpreted 

from his findings that the academics who administered and taught in the program seemed 

                                                
88 Alsaidi, “Unemployment among Digital Media Graduates from Colleges of Applied Sciences in 

the Sultanate of Oman.” 
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unaware of the employment dilemmas for their graduates.89 This is similar to the situation 

for the two agricultural sciences students that I interviewed who had graduated but who 

had yet to find work. They had first approached the Ministry of Agriculture as a small 

group of graduates it seems from their account, but they told the graduates there were no 

positions. The graduates explained to me that the private agricultural sector is very small.  

There are no big agroindustrial companies that need agricultural engineers, the field in 

which these students were trained, because the production levels are small and the sector 

is very insular. Ironically, one of the CEOs in the oil and gas industry used agriculture as 

an example of an industry where there must be jobs at present and in which students 

should train in the future “because we all must eat” and I could not help but remember 

my interviews with the crop science students from Sultan Qaboos University and their 

difficulties in finding employment in the current labor market. The agricultural sciences 

students I interviewed continue to survive with research assistantships from the university 

department where they initially studied. Alsaidi’s recommendations in regards to the 

digital media students is that they open up channels of communication between the 

schools and the industries in order to increase awareness of what skills the employers are 

seeking. Alsaidi says there needs to be more student career counselling as well based on 

his research with digital media students in Salahlah. 

The youth unemployment problem has been building in recent decades in Oman 

and in 2011, an IMF (International Monetary Fund) assessment of the Omani economy 

highlighted some of the large structural factors impeding employment for many Omanis 

                                                
89 Alsaidi, “Unemployment among Digital Media Graduates from Colleges of Applied Sciences in 

the Sultanate of Oman,” 61. 
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that are also evident in the scholarly literature. The IMF call for concerted government 

action in conjunction with the private sector, as well as more diversification: 

Addressing the root causes of joblessness calls for a multipronged 
approach (Emphasis in Original). Removing labor market distortions 
underpinning high unemployment will require resolving the wage and 
benefits differentials between the public and private sectors and between 
Omanis and expatriates. Large-scale job creation will also require strong 
economic growth as well as transitioning from energy-related industries 
into areas with greater employment potential. Simultaneously, there is a 
need to enhance education and training to ensure that new graduates and 
job seekers have the needed skills. Raising fees for work visas or 
instituting temporary subsidies for hiring and training should be 
considered as ways of making employment of nationals more attractive.90 

The IMF suggested some measures to improve the employment situation in the 

passage above, like raising fees for visas or subsidizing the hiring of Omani citizens in 

place of foreign workers, which were also reflected in some of the interviews with 

government officials. The government has adopted a multipronged approach, but there 

are multiple dimensions to the problem; there has been an effort to create some subsidies 

for hiring although these have yet to concretely materialize as active policies for the most 

part. The government has periodically pressured for hiring campaigns where in 2011 and 

2012 in response to the 2011 and 2012 protests that fed off the Arab Spring 

demonstrations that I discussed in the introduction and literature review, the Sultan 

created 80,000 jobs largely in the government for the unemployed at that time.91  

Recently, while I was in Oman there was a campaign to create 25,000 more jobs once 

again, and one of my interview subjects who works in finance was a beneficiary of this 

                                                
90	IMF,	“Oman-2011 Article IV Consultation Concluding Statement of the IMF Mission.” 

91 “Oman’s Ruler Takes Economic Policy To People,” Gulf Business (blog), February 9, 2013; Al 
Hashimi, “The Omani Spring.” 
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more recent campaign, although he had spent a long time unemployed previously and 

doing internships and other forms of training.92 He was one of the interviewees that I 

spoke with initially by telephone back in 2017 when I was first researching my idea for 

this project. There were other interviewees that were skeptical of the claim by the 

government that the private sector created more than 25,000 jobs between December 

2017 and April 2018 because none of their friends or acquaintances had been newly hired 

in the pool of 25,000 jobs anywhere that they had heard. But these campaigns to hire en 

masse every few years do not really address the emerging “gap” at its basis; they are just 

a means through which the government can react in the wake of the growing job crisis. 

At the same time, the problem is difficult and serious and involves many dimensions of 

society. As one high ranking executive in the oil and gas industry mentioned in his 

interview,  

Oil and Gas Executive Interviewee: I see that the government is really 
working hard, to trying to come up with a solution, but it is stretching 
itself thin. It cannot have an answer for every solution. The resources that 
it has I think needs to be streamlined. The government of who's doing 
what, needs to be sorted out quickly. You have many organizations in 
Oman who are after training and development and employment, right? 
The two or the three areas do, should not be separated because at the end 
of the day why do you train and develop? To employ. And if there is a 
Chinese wall between the two it doesn't work. You have to have some sort 
of a mechanism whereby the two areas, it’s like a river, it feeds into 
where? The river, it needs to feed into somewhere. So, you're on a river, 
the government represented as a river, the river mostly goes to where? To 
the oceans [laughter], it's a waste. You need to have some sort of, maybe a 
dam, maybe some diversion, alright? 

The executive went on to call for creating new energy from this dilemma. He said 

if you are young there is a job for you everywhere. Oman does not lack jobs; the 

                                                
92 “Oman to Create 25,000 Jobs in Six Months,” MENAFN, Jan 27, 2018; Syed Haitham Hasan, 

"Private Sector to Be Key in 25,000 Jobs for Omanis,” Times of Oman, December 6, 2017. 
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government needs to fix the compensation because Omani citizens are too expensive to 

hire when there is cheaper expatriate labor available. The younger generation need to be 

able to work part time, at more than one job so they can take something low paid and 

work more hours at two jobs to make ends meet and have a better living standard, as 

explained below: 

Oil and Gas Executive Interviewee: Because how can an individual work 
for a pay that is less than a thousand dollars a month? You can't. You have 
to allow him to work part-time and now, this is not something that is 
available. Or if it's available, it's not structured properly. So, the 
government needs to allow people to work part-time, Omanis. Because 
only then, only then an individual will say okay I'm young, I'm gonna to 
work rather than 8 hours a day; I'm going to work 16 hours a day because 
when you are young, you are supposed to work hard and test and try every 
single job that is out there. Now, if you say, look I am a bachelor's degree, 
and the government is supposed to give me jobs, then you could sit, and 
wait and the government will try to find you a job, that's not a problem. 
But, how long are you going to sit? 

Lowering the minimum wage of Omanis might do something to reduce the reliance on 

expatriate labor which usually costs companies less in terms of remuneration and 

requiring less training because they come to the market with experience. But this kind of 

work ethic is not really conducive to a high quality of life due to being overworked with 

little free time. It would lower living standards among the native population, although 

more would perhaps be employed working 2 or 3 part-time jobs instead of one full-time 

job that has benefits and better pay. There is ambivalence about these kinds of solutions 

because they are also less than ideal and they require settling for less and lowering 

expectations and career aspirations. 
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One Tactic: Public Authority of Manpower Registry    

One tactic the government has adopted is to create a registry of job seekers with 

the Ministry of Manpower. This registry is intended to match the skills of job seekers 

with available job openings. The persons interviewed in my preliminary research who 

registered as job seekers with the government said there is little communication from the 

Ministry, and a state functionary interviewed explained how registered candidates only 

receive from one to three job offers via the registry. The job applicant is dropped from 

the registry altogether if they turn down the first few offers they receive, and they are also 

subsequently dropped from the list of people actively looking for work. The government 

functionary explained this is problematic because the job offered via the Ministry may be 

highly undesirable or in another city far from the applicant’s home. Naturally, not every 

candidate is willing to accept just any job under whatever conditions because they have to 

weigh the opportunity against their personal commitments and other responsibilities.  

As some of the interviews in my research have revealed, the expatriates have a lot 

of critiques of the Omanization policies because they are not effective at really making 

Omani nationals skilled in the way that the companies need and because it becomes a 

burden on the companies themselves, without really increasing Omani employability in 

the short or medium term.   

For the job seekers interviewed in my preliminary research, they made use of 

websites like Salblat Oman and Oman Jobs (omnjobs.com) when looking for openings. 

Some interviewees also attended job fairs that were sponsored for university students but 

received few if any callbacks from the companies collecting resumes. In a recent article, 

The National newspaper quoted Hamood Al Toky, director at Capital Manpower Agency 
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who explained that "As the rate of unemployment increases, young Omanis will get more 

frustrated. It may cause certain problems in the delicate harmony that exists now between 

Omanis and expatriates. The government needs to act fast to make sure the jobless spend 

less time in the unemployment queue.”93 Two of the interviewees in my preliminary 

research said they expected to spend about three years in search of a job that reflects their 

skills and meets at least some of the other criteria they are searching for, like a 

predictable work schedule or good benefits such as a pension for retirement. In the field 

research I conducted in 2018, the recent graduates who were unemployed were all 

actively involved as research assistants or in internships, with few exceptions. This 

preliminary and bridging step to gaining experience and making contacts seems to be 

more common now than it was in the past. The interviews point to the complexity of the 

unemployment experiences in Oman and they reflect just a sample of the more in-depth 

study of daily practices and the cultural and social context of such unemployment 

experiences that is needed. 

The politician from the Shura council I interviewed made interesting remarks in 

regards to some proposals that a special committee on youth unemployment had 

presented to the government. There was a Marriage Grant proposed for example as a way 

to help subsidize the private sector entry positions as Omani citizens want the kind of 

starting salaries that afford them some stability and the ability to start life milestones like 

marriage and beginning a family. In his article on the prejudice among Emirati citizens 

towards the private sphere, Al Waqfi (2012) made a call for this kind of approach in 

                                                
93	“Oman: Economy. GlobalEDGE: Your Source for Global Business Knowledge,” accessed July 

29, 2017, https://globaledge.msu.edu/countries/oman/economy. 
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order to concretely address the biases that citizens hold towards private sector 

employment. 94  

Two of the interviewees in the study said they expected to spend about three years 

in search of a satisfying job that reflects their skills. A number of the students who were 

interviewed and who have graduated since 2015 had research assistantships at the 

university. They said this was a way to continue learning new skills as they looked for 

work and it helped them because they earned a small stipend. It seems the students in the 

agricultural and marine science program at Sultan Qaboos University were especially 

affected by the recent cut in government hiring because there is no real private sector 

employer in the agricultural sector yet. It is comprised only of very small companies and 

the few students I have interviewed have not had success in being hired by them. Some of 

these students mentioned trying to find employment in other sectors or trying to start their 

own business someday, but they were still actively looking for work on social media and 

by going physically to the companies and even the Ministry of Agriculture to ask if there 

are openings. 

Gender is another characteristic that shapes employment cultures in Oman in 

sometimes divisive ways, and there have been a number of recent publications that have 

addressed employment and gender in Oman. In a study that included a survey of women 

workers in Oman, Zerovec and Bontenbal (2011) show that Omani women prefer shorter 

hours and predictable schedules.95 The women in Zerovec and Bontenbal’s study 

preferred the public sector because the work conditions are more amenable to family 

                                                
94 Al-Waqfi and Forstenlechner, “Of Private Sector Fear and Prejudice,” 610.	

95 Zerovec and Bontenbal, “Labor Nationalization Policies in Oman,” 374. 
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care. A 2016 newspaper article in the Oman Times interviewing Human Resources 

experts and researchers noted that “…the long waiting times for unemployed females to 

find their first job is linked to cultural issues.” The article explains that NCSI data for 

2015 demonstrated a wide gap in the time it took women and men to find employment. 

Male job seekers found employment in less than two years, while females took up to four 

and a half years to find their first job. Human Resources expert Tawfiq Mustafa said, 

“It’s very common here (in Oman) that women don’t accept working in places far from 

home, and they avoid night shifts.” For female workers in Oman, family and cultural 

factors are important factors that limit job opportunities for females in Oman.96 

 Omani government officials echoed these sentiments in my interviews when they 

explained the private sector demands longer hours with less pay and thus were not viable 

options for many female job seekers – although one female interviewee had successfully 

moved from the public sector to the private sector as a procurement specialist for 

Halliburton in Oman. A driven job seeker, the interviewee was disappointed with the first 

private company that hired her because there was little room for career ascendency. She 

leveraged for more opportunities to advance her career when she switched to Halliburton. 

As illustrated in two studies on entrepreneurship among Omani university students 

mentioned earlier, it is notable that university enrollment in Oman is overwhelmingly 

female. In the Ibrahim, Devesh, and Ubaidullah study, 72 percent of the 165 respondents 

were female. In the Sanyal and Hisam (2015) study, 66 percent of the 250 respondents 

                                                
96 Hasan Shaban Al Lawati,“3.5-Year Wait for Job for Young Omanis,” Times of Oman, February 

9, 2016. 
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were female.97 A number of the interviews conducted for the present study also made the 

observation that female candidates are highly qualified but also sometimes cannot accept 

the job conditions in the private sector that require them to work changing schedules or to 

travel long distances. In the interviews conducted for the present study, a soon-to-be 

graduate in geophysics showed the same preference for positions that would not require 

her to spend a lot of time in the field. Such preferences show that non-remunerative 

characteristics of job offerings are also clearly important for understanding the current 

attitudes towards potential employment in Oman. More research is needed to understand 

why Omani youth do not see entrepreneurship as a more viable option and why they 

seem willing to draw out the employment search and wait for the right position to come 

along. 

Another Tactic: Entrepreneurship 

Another avenue that different government and private sector agents are exploring 

in Oman is entrepreneurship, and there is some research being carried out on this notion 

among young Omanis. The Omani government has achieved some partial success at 

carving out new areas of economic opportunity with programs designed to help foment 

the development of small and medium-sized businesses with programs like the Al Raffd 

Fund, which provides low-cost loans to aspiring entrepreneurs.98 However, in the 

previously mentioned preliminary interviews conducted with Omani job-seekers, as well 

                                                
97 Shouvik Sanyal and Mohammed Wamique Hisam, “Factors Affecting Entrepreneurial 

Aspirations among Omani Youth: An Empirical Study,” International Journal of Business and 
Administration Research Review 2, no. 9 (2015): 1–14.	

98	Craig Romano and Seeger, “Rentierism and Reform”; Ennis and al-Jamali, “Elusive 
Employment.”  
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as the interviews I conducted more recently while physically present in Oman, none of 

the recent graduates interviewed actually applied for the Al Raffd Fund, although a 

number alluded to it as possibility at some point in the future if other opportunities did 

not present themselves. When questioned as to why they did not apply, the interviewees 

explained one needed a business idea and a detailed feasibility study early in the 

application process to apply. Furthermore, the job seekers I interviewed in Oman did not 

see the Al Raffd program as a viable way of forging a productive space for themselves in 

the current economy. No one I interviewed had actually applied to the program, usually 

stating that it is very competitive and that discouraged them from inquiring more about 

the application process. I had to prompt the job seeker candidates, for example, to ask 

them if they had considered this program as no one mentioned it of their own accord. 

Ennis and al-Jamali (2014) call attention to the small and specific and mostly short-term 

nature of present efforts to help appease unemployment on the part of the Omani 

government.99 They say Omani short-term policy thinking fails to deal deeply enough 

with the structural roots of the problem.  

Robin Steiner ’s recent dissertation on entrepreneurship in Oman shows how this 

is a growing notion in the country, at least in the circles that promote it.100 My research 

shows that some of the job seekers do consider starting their own firm as a possibility in 

the future, and some parents seem to have diversified their careers and income streams in 

this way as well in the past from the survey results. And yet programs like Al Raffd that 

can provide funding do not seem to be widely considered as a means to create businesses, 

                                                
99 Ennis and al-Jamali, “Elusive Employment,” 8. 

100 Steiner, “Between Oil Pasts and Utopian Dreams,”15. 
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and the application process and requirements are a deterrent for the potential applicants 

with whom I spoke. 

Another study by Sanyal and Hisam looked at the promotion of entrepreneurship 

among the students of three post-secondary schools in Salalah.101 Many countries are 

now seeking to promote entrepreneurship and small and medium size enterprises as an 

alternative to the traditional wage or salary paying work as an employee. Sanyal and 

Hisam looked at the attitudes among youth to entrepreneurship and starting your own 

business. Their study showed that 60 percent of the Omani youth interviewed or surveyed 

do present the internal factors of confidence and creativity that are traits that are said to 

help entrepreneurship.102 The main finding of the study was that 68 percent of 

respondents intended to start a business and only 13 percent do not intend to start one. 

There were 20 percent of respondents who were neutral. The authors also did a cross 

tabulation between the categories ‘Gender’ and “I would like to start a business 

(Intention),’ and they found that 67 percent of female respondents wanted to start a 

business. This large number of female response would suggest there is potential for 

female employment in the notion of entrepreneurship. The results we consistent across all 

income groups so there is the same enthusiasm for entrepreneurism regardless of 

socioeconomic status. Business students were the most enthusiastic showing that 

entrepreneurial courses can help raise awareness and acceptance.103 Eighty two percent of 

                                                
101 Sanyal and Hisam, “Factors Affecting Entrepreneurial Aspirations Among Omani Youth.” 

102 Yonca Gürol and Nuray Atsan, “Entrepreneurial Characteristics amongst University Students: 
Some Insights for Entrepreneurship Education and Training in Turkey,” Education + Training 48, no. 1 
(2006): 25–38.	

103 Gürol and Atsan, “Entrepreneurial Characteristics amongst University Students.” 
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their respondents were unemployed, so the reality of the job market was looming for 

these recent graduates. All in all, there were very neural emotions towards 

entrepreneurship with little knowledge of what is needed or how to access resources to 

start your own business among their respondents. The authors emphasize the need for 

educational institutions, entrepreneurial development programs from the government side 

and interests in the private sector that can help to create more acceptance and better 

attitudes towards SME development as an option for the youth.  

Another study by Ibrahim, Devesh, and Ubaidullah (2017) sampled 165 students 

who were nearing graduation. This study shows that young Omani university students 

have a positive view of entrepreneurship in Oman, although the desire to start their own 

business after graduation is low. The authors found that 38 percent of the students 

surveyed would prefer to work in the government sector, while 44 percent prefer the 

private sector and only 18 percent chose self-employment as their preferred option upon 

graduation. In the Ibrahim, Devesh, and Ubaidullah (2017) study, 62.4 percent of 

students reported work experience in a family business, and 52.4 percent reported 

receiving entrepreneurship education.104 As will be discussed further in the results 

chapter, the interviews conducted with recent graduates within the context of the present 

study reflect more the Ibrahim, Devesh, and Ubaidullah results. In interviews, the private 

sector seemed to predominate, although some interest remains in the government sector 

depending on the discipline of studies, yet there is less interest in entrepreneurship among 

recent graduates. The present study, however, is only exploratory by nature; it cannot 

                                                
104 Omer Ali Ibrahim, Sonal Devesh, and Vaheed Ubaidullah, “Implication of Attitude of Graduate 

Students in Oman towards Entrepreneurship: An Empirical Study,” Journal of Global Entrepreneurship 
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propose any definitive conclusions due to the very small sample size and is intended only 

to suggest where further research is needed. 

The more specific factors I have identified in surveys, interviews and from 

conducting field research in Oman demonstrate that the unemployment problem is an 

emergent problem in countries such as Oman because the present generation is the first 

generation to seek inclusion in a formal employment market on such a massive scale.105 

Only recently have many Omani families turned away from their traditional ways of 

earning a livelihood in agriculture or fishing, during which time families pooled their 

resources so that formal employment was less of a necessity for each family member.106 

Even as late as the 1970s and 1980s, a sizeable proportion of the population from the 

country’s interior existed with little of the consumeristic orientation that comes with 

Western encroachment.107 As Al-Hamadi et al. (2007) note regarding human resource 

management, it may be problematic to adopt Western models and values that have a 

narrow view of joblessness in an employment and unemployment dichotomy.108 To 

realize how these problems emerged in Oman’s trajectory and how they perpetuate day-

by-day is critical to understanding how Omani citizens and other Omani residents 

experience unemployment. Viewing how such problems manifest in daily culture and 

                                                
105 Winckler, “The Challenge of Foreign Workers in the Persian/Arabian Gulf,” 30. 

106 Samir Pradhan, “Oman-India Relations: Exploring the Long-Term Migration Dynamics,” in 
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everyday practices will also increase understanding of how Omani families earn a 

livelihood today and how their daily lives are changing with the increasing consumerism 

and Western encroachment that globalization entails.  

There are also ways the education system contributes to the dilemma faced by 

young people who are trying to find work in Oman. Alsaidi found there was a mismatch 

between the kinds of training offered to graduates and the number of jobs available in 

their respective industries; for example, digital media programs produced more graduates 

than there were positions in this field.109 This mismatch is indicative of a wider problem, 

Alsaidi notes, where there is little communication between the training institutions 

producing graduates and the industries which are supposed to hire them in Oman. 

Bontenbal and Aziz carried out a similar study on students in a tourism and hospitality 

program and found the students were overly optimistic about their career prospects upon 

graduation.110 Ennis and al-Jamali (2014) state there is a danger that Omanis will return 

to old customs like patronage to have job opportunities.111 Indeed, a couple of 

interviewees had appealed to their own family networks to find jobs. One 24-year-old 

interviewee who is a citizen of Kazakhstan uses his networks of family and friends to 

find employment. The Kazakhstani interviewee works in his family’s business because 

his mother is married to an Omani citizen and he cannot make use of the unemployment 

programs intended solely for Omani citizens. An Omani interviewee also found 

                                                
109 Alsaidi, “Unemployment Among Digital Media Graduates From Colleges of Applied Sciences 

in the Sultanate of Oman,” 16. 

110 Bontenbal and Aziz, “Oman’s Tourism Industry,” 233. 

111 Ennis and al-Jamali, “Elusive Employment,” 18.	
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employment using family networks. Both of his parents had previously worked for the 

Ministry of Housing before starting their business, reflecting how many Omanis aspired 

to find employment in the public sector in the past. The interviewee hopes to take over 

his father’s buisness in the future showing how those with family businesses can have 

more potential future opportunities that are more feasible or require less personal 

sacrifice than for a graduate whose parents are wage earners in the public sector or at a 

private sector company.  

Economic Citizenship and Emergent Unemployment 

 What are the recent young Omani graduates grappling with when they are 

job seeking and what concepts can help us explore the different meaning they give to 

their experiences? Ennis and al-Jamali introduce the concept of economic citizenship in 

their article on “elusive employment” and development planning in Oman, an idea they 

borrow from Cordon and Phillips (2006).112 Economic citizenship stresses the right to 

economic stability and inclusion in the job market, among other attributes. Ennis and al-

Jamali note that for the young Omani job seekers, economic citizenship is hard to attain 

because there is a “…combination of political assertiveness with relative economic 

confinement and marginalization.”113 This economic confinement will continue to impact 

the way Omani citizens make demands of the government, although non-nationals face 

political exclusion and marginalization on other levels. More research is necessary to 

                                                
112 M Cordon and L Phillips, “‘Connecting Economy, Gender, and Citizenship.,’” in Law and 

Citizenship (UBC Press, British Columbia, 2006), 176–207. 

113 Ennis and al-Jamali, “Elusive Employment,” 17.	
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understand the experience of the unemployed job seekers, how they are confined 

economically, and how this translates into their views of the government, the job market 

and the future economy. How will this emerging culture of unemployment affect their 

ability to marry and have children and live independently of their parents? What kind of 

work will Omani citizens find in the future and how will migration patterns to the country 

change? 

I use the term emerging unemployment to describe unemployment as embedded 

in Omani culture and history, as well as the daily life practices of the unemployed or 

jobless in countries like Oman. The term provides a conceptual basis for contrasting 

definitions of unemployment that seem ahistorical and global by definition, which are 

imposed on countries from the outside by agencies like the IMF and World Bank. The 

standards that are presently used to define an unemployed person are based on European 

and North American experiences with little analytical treatment of the local conditions 

and historical meanings of work or labor. Emergent unemployment is a new concept that 

I begin to develop and define with this research on Omani unemployment. Google 

Scholar searches do not show a similar use of emerging unemployment as a concept. 

However, this view of unemployment draws a lot from development studies. This view is 

also tied to the notion of economic citizenship which refers to having the resources to 

allow you to exercise your rights, an idea that is developed by Marshall (1950), Cordon 

and Phillips (2006) and Moghadam (2015), the latter who specifically used the notion of 

economic citizenship to talk about Arab women and their participation in the job 

market.114 Economic citizenship stresses the right to economic stability and inclusion in 
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the job market, among other attributes. Mognaham says that social/economic rights are 

discussed in the International Covenant on Social, Economic, and Cultural Rights 

(ICESCR, 1966). She explains how the ICESCR includes the following characteristics in 

social/economic rights: “the right of people to a freely chosen job; equitable and equal 

wages for work of equal value; dignified working conditions for workers and their 

families; professional training; equal opportunities for promotion; protection for families, 

especially for children; maternity protection; protection of boys, girls, and teenagers 

against economic exploitation.” Moghadam also says that these sorts of rights are the 

basis of many ILO declarations and contentions as well. These speak against child labor 

and forced labor, and discrimination in employment. This notion helps to understand the 

tension that exists between the private sector and the public sector as sources for 

employment in Oman. Omani nationals frequently expressed the belief the government 

sector is more stable and the earnings are better. The hours are also more amenable to 

family life. Marshall’s early definition of social/economic rights shows elements of this 

desire on the part of Omani nationals, “By the social element I mean the whole range 

from the right to a modicum of economic welfare and security, to the right to share fully 

in the social heritage and to live the life of a civilized beings according to the standards 

prevailing in the society.” The notion of emergent unemployment also incorporates the 

standards that are prevalent in Omani society and the regional dynamics that also factor 

into joblessness for many youth in the entire Middle East.   

                                                
Research and Proceedings, 2015, 7; Thomas H. Marshall, Citizenship and Social Class, vol. 11 
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There are many critiques of the narratives of development in the literature that 

speak to the historical emergence of the global economy over time and the development 

of the capitalist world system.115 Theorists give different labels to this world structure, be 

it “postmodernity” or others refer to it as “late capitalism” or “high modernity.” 116 

Uneven development is a helpful notion for understanding Omani unemployment among 

the youth because Oman is very prosperous and has considerable wealth especially due to 

oil, but there is also a deep concern that a very big dilemma looms on the horizon and 

that Oman is overly dependent on oil and there will soon be economic problems and 

social unrest as a result. Uneven development is a concept that allows for consideration 

of such contradictions and an understanding of why there is considerable ambivalence 

towards the status quo and a simultaneous treatment of prosperity mixed with uncertainty 

in this way.117 

 

 

                                                
115	Eric R. Wolf, Europe and the People Without History (Univ of California Press, 2010); 
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The Youth Employment Problem is Global.  

This ambivalence carries over into the global nature of the employment dilemma 

for today’s young job seekers. Although many of the interviewees pointed out that youth 

unemployment is a global problem it is also uniquely Omani in that the country is 

relatively prosperous (especially over the last 40 to 50 years, although the decades 

immediately prior to the discovery of oil was generally a period of decline for Oman) it is 

“blessed” with many resources and strengths that distinguish it from even its closest 

neighbors as well. One of these characteristics is that Oman is much more populous than 

many of the other GCC countries, which makes the growth of the unemployment problem 

and the government sector cannot expand as it had in the past. According to World Bank 

figures in 2017, Oman’s population growth rate is close to 4.7 percent, one of the highest 

in the world.118 The unemployment among the young population will continue to grow, 

and it will take a big effort on the part of the government and the private economic 

interests to really create enough employment for this growing generation of young 

Omanis. Unemployment in Oman is more of a threat to the wellbeing of the country as a 

whole than some of the neighboring countries with smaller populations.  

In the literature on youth unemployment worldwide, Hawley et al. (2012) for 

example identified one of the major problems as labor market readiness.119 Youth can 

become better prepared for the job market via the inter-agency collaboration and 

                                                
118 “Population Growth (Annual %) Data,” accessed July 27, 2018, 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.POP.GROW?locations=OM&view=map.	
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involvement of all stakeholders as a cost-effective way to implement policies, the need 

for buy-in of employers, and their representatives, and that “robust monitoring and 

evaluation should be used to inform policymaking and development” (p. 3).120 In the 

literature there is a call to look at what will be most effective in particular countries and 

what big policy investments can address the issue.121 Dhakal et al. note that work 

readiness involves three aspects:  the ability to gain employment, the ability to maintain 

employment and the ability to make transitions between jobs and roles.122 In many of my 

interviews with the unemployed youth, it became clear that gaining employment was 

difficult and company officials said the obligation to hire Omanis was a drawback at 

times because Omani citizens change jobs frequently and the company loses what they 

invested in training the new employee. Another theme affecting youth on a global scale 

are the transitional challenges of graduating from university and other forms of education 

and training into the uptake in a new job. As the authors note: “In many countries, there 

is a dysfunction between the training and education systems and employability.” The 

transition times are growing longer on average according to Dhakal et al.123 
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Survey Results 

Although as discussed in the methodology section, I found a lot of design flaws in 

my survey when I tried to analyze the data, there are some interesting lines for further 

research that are demonstrated by my findings, albeit the conclusions that analysts can 

draw from the data are limited. The “other” category for the “whom are you living with” 

question is much lower for unemployed persons. This could be a reflection of delays in 

marriage and delays in sufficient income for the unemployed. It may show that one 

avenue for understanding how unemployment is affecting young Omanis in terms of 

meeting life milestones is in exploring residence patterns and delays in marriage for 

example. 

It is also significant that the question regarding what the unemployed youth do 

everyday shows that many are involved in family businesses, friends’ businesses and 

freelancing and these activities can be supported more via policy and more can be done to 

help turn these opportunities into experience. Although specifically discussing 

entrepreneurship among rural women in Oman, Ghouse et al. found that there are socio-

cultural issues that hamper women’s efforts to become entrepreneurs.124 The study results 

suggest that the Omani government should find how to better encourage women 

entrepreneurs so that they can diversify household income and contribute to the 

diversification of the economy. Researchers can take a similar approach to understanding 

some of the socio-cultural factors that impact the lives of the unemployed youth.  
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Unfortunately, in examining the responses to this question about parents and 

grandparent’s livelihoods, many respondents wrote just about their parents and not their 

grandparents’ generation because they wrote in their responses to this question and there 

was no forced, structured response specifically or exclusively for the grandparents. I have 

included a table of the results to this question in the appendix because it shows an 

interesting mix of government, private sector and self-employment showing that maybe a 

historical assessment of Omani career paths will demonstrate the dependence on the 

government is not as high as is represented in the statistics that are available. Many of the 

graduates surveyed indicated their parents had sometimes even both businesses and 

government jobs. 

This would be like some of the other research that is just starting to emerge on 

specific programs and the mismatches between the job market and the education system 

in Oman. For example, Al Belushi showed among media studies students in his Ph.D. 

research that mass communications graduates cannot obtain work in the media industry in 

Oman. The universities and institutions maintain that their responsibility is to impart “a 

love of learning” and to give graduates a general foundation in acquiring knowledge at 

the post-secondary level. On the other hand, the opinions of the students and employers 

are that the mass communications qualification did not allow graduates to pursue a media 

career, as the skill level at and at graduation were inadequate.125 The author looked at the 

reasons for the low quality of output in these programs, which included uncontrolled 

student intake and a lack of female students because of Omani cultural values. Also most 
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of the faculty employed traditional lecturing styles, used little practical course 

component, and relied on dated material, which were all exacerbated a lack of 

communication in the mass communication courses. The faculty had not considered 

vocational topics that are sought by employers in their course designs. Although there is a 

demand for media professionals in Oman, the graduates are not meeting the expectations 

of employers, and they are not hired to the few positions available. It is this close kind of 

examination of the programs and job search experiences that is needed to understand the 

specific barriers and how best policy actions can help to overcome these problems. More 

research on the specific barriers and the daily dilemmas that job seekers face will help 

administrators to make better policy decisions to help with the unemployment problems 

in Oman. 
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Chapter VI 

Conclusion 

Oman faces dilemmas as it deals with high levels of unemployment and the social 

changes that have accompanied increasing economic diversification and a growing 

private sector. The oil industry generated substantial wealth in the last four to five 

decades in Oman, and the government quickly and forcefully pushed to invest the oil 

rents generated in infrastructure and modernizing the economy. However, the kind of 

development model put forward by the government beginning in 1970 has begun to show 

that it is not sustainable long term. There are still lingering problems from the speed at 

which Oman developed. For instance, it is still difficult for Omani students to receive 

good quality technical training for the job sectors that are the highest paying and in 

highest demand within Oman. Improving standards of living have also complicated 

government planning as the survivability rates for young children have improved, and 

thus family size has increased. Oman now has one of the highest population growth rates 

in the world.126 This unchecked population growth will only exacerbate the 

unemployment problem in the short and medium term.  

There is a need to understand the shortcomings and social problems that remain in 

Oman more deeply; to understand how unemployment and its related set of consequences 
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are affected by wider structural inequalities, cultural meaning and everyday practices. A 

view of unemployment as uniquely emergent in Omani politics, history, demographics, 

geography, and culture will help analysts and policy-makers alike to understand that 

unemployment is also a symptom of deeper structural rifts that will take a more concerted 

effort to address. A more profound understanding of how the young and middle-aged 

unemployed and underemployed navigate the job market and cobble together meaningful 

livelihoods illustrates the underlying dilemmas that exist in Omani society today. 
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Appendix 1. 

Parents’ Occupation Based on Survey Responses 

 

 Father mother 

1 Electrical engineer  

2 Retired retired 

3 Educational business Mother helps business 

4 Ministry of foreign affairs Physical therapy clinic 

5 Manager at Engineering 
company 

Does not work 

6 Own business, also 
government 

Does not work 

7 Retired Petroleum finance dept 

8 Pilot Oman Air Doesn’t work 

9 Company CEO Retired 

10 Pilot Doesn’t work 

11   

12 Government Government 

13 Shop owners 

14 Engineer Doesn’t work 

15 Government University teacher 

16  Owns own physical therapy clinic 
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17 Project manager electrical  HR telecommunications 

18 Pilot Does not work currently 

19 Retired but still business owners 

20  Government Does not work 

21 Work business sector Work business sector 

22 Engineer Salon business 

23 Minister of Education School headmaster 

24 Unemployed 

25 Government Does not work 

26 Business and government 

27 Business and government  

28 Retired police officer Army doctor 

29 n/a n/a 

30 Government  

31 Business fishery Business fishery 

32 Public sector Public sector 

33 No work  

34 Security guard  

35 Police Housewife 

36 Civil service Civil service 

37 Government Government 

38 Government Government 

39 Own a company Own a company 
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40 Government Private sector 

41 Working in private sector Working in private sector 

42 Army Housemother 

43 Government Owns a supermarket 

44   

45 Own business Own business 

46 Businessman Teacher 

47 IT programming  IT programming 

48   

49   

50 Information specialist Retired teacher 

51 Ministry of health Not working 

52 Manager  

53 Not working  

54 Water tank driver  

55 Head of research and skill 
program SQU 

businesswoman 

56 Teacher  

57 Driver  

58 Retirement  

59 Government Government 

60 Business  

61 Administrative Affairs 
clerk, Min of Health 

Housewife 
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62 Retirement  

63  Government 

64 Not working  

65 Government  

66 Retirement  

67 CEO businessman/ former 
minister 

Stay at home mom 

68 Own a business Own a business 

69 Business  

70 Retirement  

71 Retirement  

72 Retirement Housewife 

73 Business owner  

74 Private business  

75 Private sector  

76 House  

Sector description: orange, public sector; green: police or education; grey, 
government and business; blue, private sector or entrepreneurship
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