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Introduction

 economic activity becomes more global, 

organisations and countries increase cross border 

connections > most important drivers of 

globalisation MNCs (OECD, 2010)

 greater mobility in the global labour market > 

challenges of managing an increasingly diverse 

workforce (Andreassi, et. al, 2014; Banutu-Gomez, 2002; Budhwar and Debrah, 2001a; 

Hofstede, 2009; Kundu and Malhan, 2009; Michailova, et. al, 2009; Ruona and Gibson, 2004) 

 success or failure of international joint ventures, 

M&A, depends on the way in which HR issues are 

managed (Evans et al., 2002; Gooderham, et al., 2004)
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The MNC

 … the vehicle by which dominant HR policies and 

practices are transported across national 

boundaries (Morley and Collings, 2004)

 crucial role of HR when implementing 

organisational strategies > sensitivity to cultural 

influences (Pucik, 1996), >> pressure for intl consistency 

or the pressure for local isomorphism (Rosenzweig and Nohria

1994) 
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How can HR best support business 

in the face of global integration and 

coordination, while maintaining 

local flexibility?



Global-local dilemma?!

 contradictions MNCs face:

• simultaneously local and global in scope

• being centralised and decentralised (Bures and Vloeberghs, 

2001; Caldas et al., 2011; Doz and Prahalad, 1986; Evans et al. 2002)

• maintaining dynamic balance between 

implementing global standard practices and 

localisation if they are to become transnational (Bartlett 

and Ghoshal 1998)

 counteracting logic: how should MNCs 

simultaneously adopt both global integration 

and local adaptation? (Caldas et al., 2011; Rosenzweig and Nohria, 1994; 

Namazie, 2007)
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Method: Literature Review

 Purpose: provide a comprehensive overview and 

comparison of research undertaken on

• comparative HRM

• cultural implications on HRM and

• studies on the development of HRM particularly in the 

MENA region

 over 60 theoretical and empirical papers

 primarily using peer-reviewed papers, articles of 

handbooks, dissertations and conference papers

 > research on comparative HRM in developing countries 

and the MENA region is significantly under researched 

compared to that of the European or CEE context
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Convergence – Divergence?

 HRM highly influenced by a US management 

philosophy (Clark and Pugh, 2000; Common, 2011; Michailova et al., 2009)

 Research evidence: MNCs partly adapt HRM to 

host country in which they operate (Beechler and Yang, 1994; 

Myloni et al. 2004; Schuler and Rogovsky, 1998; Tayeb, 1998)
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Reason why: subsidiaries that have 

been managed in line with national 

country expectations, have been found 

to perform better than subsidiaries 

managed otherwise (Newman and Nollen, 1996)



Convergence – Divergence?

directional convergence

final convergence

majority convergence

8Sources: Mayrhofer et al. (2004), Morley et al. (2006) 

… development tendency between 

different countries – regardless of the 

starting level – goes in the same 

direction

… development of a certain 

management tool in different countries 

which points towards a common end 

point

… organisations in a country become 

more homogeneous/heterogeneous 

using a certain management 

concept/tool



Factors affecting the development of 

HRM in developing countries
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Source: Summary of Budhwar and Debrah, 2001; Budhwar and Sparrow, 1998, 2002; Tayeb, 

2001 from Namazie (2007) PhD Thesis
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Factors explained

 National culture:  The management style, the meaning of work and 

values, the attitudes and manners of the workforce, and the 

assumptions that shape managers’ perceptions and insights

 National institutions: National labour laws, politics, educational and 

vocational establishments, trade unions, government institutions, 

professional bodies, and labour markets.

 Industrial sector: Strategies, business logic and goals, regulations 

and standards, developments in business operations, and labour or 

skill requirements. 

 Dynamic business environment: Competition, business alliances, the 

changing composition of the workforce, restructuring, focus on the 

customer, technological change and the effects of the globalisation of 

business

 Religion: Religion also plays a significant role in portraying the national 

culture of nations and in influencing the cultural characteristics of their 

people and institutions
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Also

 Many authors state that national culture and external factors such as 

socio-political, economic, the role of the state, education, and 

religion all affect the competitive advantage of nations and influence 

the development and establishment of the HR base in countries 

(Budhwar and Debrah, 2001b; Budhwar and Sparrow, 2002). 

 The definition of the socio-cultural context includes values, belief 

systems, assumptions and behavioural patterns that differentiate 

one group of people from another (Aycan, 2005).

 When bearing in mind what impacts HRM transfer, it is important to 

take into consideration factors originating from both the cultural and 

institutional framework of the host country. The cultural and 

institutional frameworks of host countries are especially important when 

considering transitional, emerging and developing markets (Myloni et al. 

2004 (Aycan, 2005)). 
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The MENA Region

Although the countries in the MENA region share 

important similarities, there also are many 

differences between them, not only in terms of 

religion, language and ethnicity, but also political, 

legal, economic development and governmental 

structures.
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Demographics
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Languages of the Middle East
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Religions in MENA
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And yet…

 Despite the oil related wealth of most of the Arab countries, these 

countries remain economically, socially and industrially 

underdeveloped. Branine and Pollard (2010) 

 There are problems of unemployment, poverty, health and 

education, as well as high levels of social and political unrest. 

 Other causes of economic stagnation are lagging political reforms, 

dominant public sectors, underdeveloped financial markets, high trade 

restrictiveness, lack of integration into the global economy, closed 

economy, over dependence on oil wealth and lack of privatisation 

initiatives (Budhwar and Mellahi, 2006; Looney, 2003; Abed, 2003). 
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The role of HR… 

The effectiveness of HRM practices must be aligned with social and 

organisational contexts (Aycan, 2005). 

***** 

The definitions and major models of HRM have certain underlying values, 

assumptions and priorities, which are highly culture specific rather than 

reflecting universally accepted norms. In some countries, for example, it is 

not acceptable to consider human resources as strategic objectives 

of the firm to be used as production factors to create wealth for the 

company. Different cultural assumptions regarding, for example, 

organisations as systems of tasks versus relationships, the role of the 

individual and the collective and the importance of being versus doing 

(achievement versus ascription) show HRM practices to be culture-

bound (Schneider and Barsoux, 1997).
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National Culture in the MENA

 Hofstede characterised Arab countries as having a large 

power distance, relatively high uncertainty avoidance, 

higher collectivism than individualism, and a slightly more 

feminine than masculine preference. 

 Countries with high power distance tend to be more 

collectivist. Loyalty of employees is to individuals, tribes 

and networks and not to the organisation itself. This 

manifests itself where people rather than the actual needs 

of the organisation take precedence (Al-Rasheed, 2001; 

Obeidat et. al, 2012). 
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National culture contd.

 Hofstede (2001) also noted the positive relationship between power 

distance and paternalism. 

 The Arab cluster showed more preference towards the feminine 

continuum which focuses on relationships and working conditions or a 

“work to live” culture (Hofstede, 2001). 

 In these cultures, practices that damage relationships and working 

conditions are avoided and attempts to differentiate one employee 

from another, tie compensation to performance, or give negative 

feedback are regarded as potentially threatening to workplace harmony 
(Sale, 2004). 

 Some management scholars believe that the feminine culture may 

affect managerial attitudes and behaviours about performance 

appraisal, compensation, and labour relations (Tayfur, 2013).
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National culture 

 Results of the Middle Eastern cluster in the GLOBE study (2004) of 62 

societies include countries which predominantly accept and practice 

Islam. This cluster showed a high score on in-group collectivism and 

lower score on future orientation, gender egalitarianism and 

uncertainty avoidance (House et. al, 2004). 

 This represents societies that are fatalistic, believe in the will of 

Allah and that the family forms the basis for insurance against 

future contingencies and looks toward male members of society 

for primary protection and support (House, et. al, 2004, p. 200). 

Findings from the GLOBE study reflect the importance of family and the 

network of interdependent relationships, which can reduce the 

importance of performance and future orientation in these societies 

(Kabasakal and Bodur, 2002).
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Islam and management

 The word Islam means to submit to the will of God in word and deeds 

(Abuznaid, 2006). It is more than just a belief, it is a complete way of life and 

embraces all social and economic activities (Ali, 2008). Therefore it has a 

strong influence on how human resources are managed in organisations, work-

related values, the expectations of employees as well as the behaviour and 

approach of management (Aycan et al., 2007; Leat and El-Kot, 2007). 

 Islam places great emphasis on work ethics, management and leadership. 

The Holy Quran speaks about justice and honesty in trade, fairness in 

employment relationships, encourages new skills to be learnt, co-operation in 

work, consultation in decision making and to do work that benefits the individual 

and the community (Branine and Pollard, 2010; Abuznaid, 2006). 
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Islamic principles and HRM

 Being mindful of Almighty God (Taqwa) enables one to behave in a just and 

steadfast manner. 

 Kindness (Ehsan) in terms of doing good deeds and forgiveness. 

 Justice (Adl). Justice leads to equality and enables a sense of humility. 

 Trust (Al-Amanah). The concept of trust is a core value governing social 

relationships, as every person is held accountable for his/her doings in the 

community.

 Truthfulness (Al-Sedq). The concept of Sedq (or Sedak) implies doing and 

saying what is right to the best of one’s knowledge

 Consultation (Shura). It is required to seek advice and to consult others 

before making decisions. Consultation is one of the main leadership values in 

Islam. 
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 Islam emphasises the role of the family as well as the patriarchal 

relationship, expecting family members to respect and obey the leader 

of the family or society. Whether cultural or Islamic, patriarchy is 

deeply rooted in the MENA region. 

 As Tayeb (1997) points out, it is very difficult to disentangle the 

effects of Islam on HRM from the other deeply embedded social, 

economic and political factors which make up the character of a 

society. 

 It is noteworthy that Islam takes on local features in the countries 

where it is practised and therefore there are clear variations among 

each country in its interpretation of Islamic values (Tayeb, 1997). 
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 However, there appears to be a mismatch between these Islamic 

core values and what is practised in the workplace (Abuznaid, 

2006, Ali, 2010, Branine and Pollard, 2010, Mellahi and Budhwar, 

2010), partly due to management in the MENA region being 

influenced not only by Islam but also traditional and non-Islamic 

norms and values. 

 A clear example is seen in the importance paid to in-group collectivism 

where loyalty to family and personal relationships take precedence over 

organisational needs. This translates to nepotism in recruitment and 

compensation which is not compatible with Islamic values of justice, 

equity and fairness. In this regard, it is important to examine and 

understand management processes and the cultural context of 

individual countries and to differentiate between them (Branine and 

Pollard, 2010).
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Conclusion

 It seems, therefore, that there is ample evidence from the above-

mentioned studies of a gap between what is practised in the MENA 

countries and what is really needed. 

 It appears from the above discussion that there is a clear difference 

between theory and practice, and between what is expected, 

according to the Islamic principles explained above, and what is 

actually practised (Branine and Pollard, 2010). 

 This creates the discrepancy between global integration and local 

responsiveness (Mellahi and Budhwar, 2010) and emphasises that 

each context needs to be studied individually. 

 It is noteworthy that the MENA societies are in transition and work-

related changes may result, albeit very slowly. The issues for HRM 

lie in designing work practices that provide adequate motivation and 

appropriate sets of guidelines which incorporate local value systems 

and yet meet the needs of the enterprise in a globally competitive 

environment.
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